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Prologue

Heknew theinjury would befatal. Accepted it at the very moment he caught the sword' s menacing glint
asit dashed down.

Fergys Thirsk, favorite son of Morgravia, began the last part of hisjourney toward desth asagray dawn
duggishly stretched itsdlf acrossthe winter sky. He faced his end with the same courage he had called
upon for dl of hislife as Generd of the Legion.

It had been the King' sideato attack the Briavellians gathered on an opposite hillside under the cloak of
night. To Fergysit had seemed somehow ignoble to interrupt the traditiona night’ s peace in which men
sat quietly around small fires, some singing, others deep in thought as to whether they might live through
another day of battle. But the King had fixed his mind on this bold plan to take his enemy by surpriseon
anight had aready run red with the blood of both armies earlier that day and Fergys had been reluctant
to put the men to the sword again so soon. But his sovereign had persisted and Thirsk had accepted the

chdlenge.

There had been no sense of foreboding as he carried out his monarch’ swishes and led the attack. He
smply did not like the plan. Fergys was aman of honor and tradition. War had a code that he preferred
to observe rather than flout.

Neverthdess he had fought ferocioudy but had been disturbed when Magnus, hisfriend and king, going
agangt hiswishes, had joined the fray. Without further thought Fergys had planted hisfeet and grimly
dispatched three Briavellians before he was able to make amove toward protecting his sovereign.

“The white cloak’ s suitably inconspicuous?’ he had yelled above the din toward his oldest, dearest
friend.

Magnus had ignored the sarcasm and even had the audacity to wink back. “ Got to let VVaor know | was
here when his army was beaten into submission.”

It was areckless act and more dangerous than the King could have suspected. They were fighting on
Briavel’ s sde of the river and once the eement of surprise had passed, both armies had gotten down to
the business of daughtering one another. Valor’'s men were no cowards and had worked with a
newfound passion to repel Morgravia.

Fergys had noticed Briavdl’ s standard—signaling that Vaor too was in the thick of the fighting—and
remembered now, aslifegiving blood leaked from him, how he had feared for both Kings.

With Briavel having the advantage of higher ground, Fergys had made the decision to pull back. Hisarmy
had aready inflicted aterrible price on its enemy; no need for either of these sovereignsto die. He knew
by daybreak and the inevitable clash that would come later that day Morgraviawould overcomeits
enemy once again. So he had given the order and his men had obeyed immediately.

All except one.
And it was that one man whom Fergys Thirsk had sworn to protect. The one he would give hislifefor.

Aswith the Thirsk Generals who had gone before him, Fergys had lived long, so the only regret that
surfaced asthe killing blow came was his absence from the family he loved. Fergyswasnot at dl used to
losing but it seemed Shar had asked more of him on this occasion; his god had asked for hislife and he



had given what had been requested without hesitation. He had fought so many battles and rarely returned
with more than surface wounds.

And this battle had looked to be no exception until he had seen the danger, heard the man’ s battle cry,
and ddliberately stepped in front of that dashing sword. Up to that fateful moment only athin line of dried
blood across one cheek marked the closest a blade had come to threatening him. Duty, however, came
fird.

Fergys had not even paused to consider the implications of pushing aside King Magnus, knowing he
would have no timeto block the inevitable blow. The only thing standing between the King and certain
death was Fergys s own body. The blade struck, fate guiding it ingenioudy beneath the breastplate.

He cried out at the pain from the sucking wound in his abdomen but did not fater, too intent was he on
dispatching the Briavelian and ensuring the life of hisKing. Only then did Fergys Thirsk fall, not yet dead
but commencing the longest journey of al.

Asthey had hurried him from the battleground and back over the Tague, he was till calling ordersto his
captains. Once he had heard the full retrest sounded, he lay back on the canvas that would bear him
back to Morgravia s camp. Thisjourney seemed endless and he now used the timeto reflect on hislife.

Therewaslittle to complain abot.

Hewasloved. That initself should be enough for any man, he reasoned, but then there was so much
more. He commanded respect—had earned it too—and he had walked shoulder to shoulder with aKing
whom he called friend. More than friend. . .blood brother.

That brother now walked in shock by hisside, giving orders, fussing for his care, whispering to himsalf
that it was al hisfault; his stupidity and recklessness had seen the great Generd fdled. It wasal
pointless. Fergystried to tell the man this but there was insufficient strength in hisvoice to speak above
the din of theretreat. If he could have he would have hushed his blood brother and reminded him that
Shar’ s Gatherers had spoken and whether any of them liked it or not he must now answer that call. No
regrets. Duty done.

Men were bowing their heads as the stretcher passed by. Fergys wished he could somehow convey his
thanks to each. The Legion produced exceptiona soldiers, loya to aman to hiscommand. He spared an
anxious thought for how they would accept the new Generd, yearned for alast opportunity to beg their
tolerance. “ Give the boy achance.” he would beseech. “Hewill bedl that | am and better ill.” And he
hoped it would be true.

He thought of the youngster. Serious and afirm follower of tradition. Tarred by the same brush, asthey
say, especialy inlooks. They were plain, stocky, fearless men, the Thirsks, and this boy was aready
shaping up as aleader. The Morgravian Legion followed a curioustradition of handing down leadership
from father to son. Fergys wondered if it could last. The lad was so young. Would he havetimeto sire
hisown heir to continue the Thirsk tradition or would anew family viefor theright to lead the army?

Thirsks had led the L egion through two centuries now. It was an extraordinary history for one family that
bred sonswith warrior capabilities, tempered with intelligence.

The dying man’ s bearers were nearing the tent that he knew would be hisfind resting place. Once he
waslaid down he would have to concentrate on his King for aslong as his heart held out. He wanted
timeto think about his beautiful wife. Helyna. of whom so much lived onintheir son. Not her [ooks,
mind. Those exquisite features belonged to their daughter alone. Fergy's grimaced, not from pain so much
asgrief. His daughter was so young....too young to lose both parents.



How would hisfamily manage? Money was no problem. They were the wedthiest of dl the nohility,
perhaps barring the Donals of Felrawthy. He would have to rely on Magnus. Knew he could. What his
family needed now wastime. Timeto grow into their new lives. Peace must be achieved with Briave until
the young Thirsk was ready to lead into battle. That peaceful time would have to be bought and he hoped
hislife would suffice asraw currency.

They laid him down. The King had ingsted he be settled in the royd tent. Physicians hurried to Thirsk’s
sde. Heignored their probing, knowing it would ultimately be followed by ashaking of heads and grave
glances. Fergys closed his eyesto the sudden frenetic activity and returned to his ponderings.

The old hate. It al seemed so pointless now. Vaor of Briavel was agood King. He had adaughter. Little
chance now of ason. Vaor had shown no inclination to remarry after the degth of hiswife; it was
rumored that theirs had been alove gifted from Shar. And he was probably too old now. at seventy, to
bother himsdlf with trying to Sreamae heir. He too needed peace for Briavel’ s Princess to grow up and
grow into her role. The wars had been atradition in asense. Their forefathers had fought each other
when they were little more than feuding families. Initidly it had been a case of maintaining the balance of
power between two smdll factions suspicious of one another. But when the two strongest families
established their own realms, and kingdoms were born, the battles were fought to increase power, gain
more land, greater authority. Over the centuries, neither managed to claim domination over the region and
so their animosity degenerated into squabbles over trading rights or merchant routes—any petty excuse,
infact, until by thetime Magnus and Vaor had inherited their crowns, neither was sure exactly why the
two realms hated one another so intently.

Fergys shook his head. If truth be known, he rather admired Vaor, and lamented the fact that the two
Kings could not be neighborsin spirit aswell aslocation. United in friendship and mutua respect, the

region would be rich beyond dreams and near-invincible to any enemy. Now hewould never seethat

dream cometo fruition. He sighed.

“Tadk tome,” hisKing beseeched. voice leaden with guilt.
“Send the physics awvay. Magnus. We dl know it'sdone.”
The King bowed his head in sad acceptance and gave the order.

All except hisfriend had now been banished by Thirsk. No emotiona farewellswould he tolerate from
his captains. He could bear neither their sympathy nor their despair. They had filed out in sllence, stunned
by the notion that their Generd might not even seethisday’s sun fully risen.

Thirsk asked for the tent flap to be |eft open so he could see across the moors to the smoke from the
distant fires of the Briavellian camp, where soon the sounds of dying men and beasts would be heard
again should the battle resumetoday. In his heart Thirsk knew the two armies were bleeding and
wearied; dl of the men were now keen to acknowledge the outcome of yet another battle between these
ancient enemies and return to their towns and villages. Many would not be going home, of course, and
their widows and mothers, ssters and betrothed were mostly from Briave.

And yet, as Fergys Thirsk dipped further into death’ s cool embrace, most from his side knew it would be
later argued in the tavernsthat it was the great relm of Morgraviathat had suffered the loss on this
occasion.

The General looked wearily back at his oldest and closest friend.

“It' sover for them.” King Magnus of Morgraviafindly said.



Thirsk tried to nod. relieved that Magnus had navigated hisway out of the shocked stupor; there were
thingsto be said and littletime. “But Vdor will try to fight on.” Fergys cautioned. “He will want Briave to
sdvage someface”

TheKing sighed. “And do wedlow himto?’

“Y ou dways have in the past, your magjesty. Pull back our men completely and let him have the news of
my injury and subsequent passing.” his dying companion replied, shivering now from pain cutting through
the earlier numbness. “1t will be a proud moment for them and then we can al go home.” he added,
knowing full well he would go home shrouded in black linensand tied to hishorse.

The battle was won. Morgraviahad prevailed asit usudly did under Genera Thirsk. It had not dways
been s0. however. There were centuries previous when Briavel had triumphed. These nations had shared
along and colorful hate.

“I wonder why | give him quarter—a weakness, do you think?’ Magnus pondered.

Fergys wanted to tell hisKing that it was not weakness but compassion that saw today’ s Morgravia
resst the temptation of out-and-out daughter. That and the fact that Magnus had never had to watch his
best friend die before—suddenly the baitle had taken second place in the King' s priorities. And if
compass on was aweakness, then Fergysloved his King for the contradictionsin his character that could
see him willingly pass sentence of desth on aMorgravian crimind while, on the battlefield, sparing the
lives of hisenemies. It was this enigmatic mix of impulsiveness and honor, subbornness and flexibility that
had drawn Fergysto Magnus from childhood.

Thirsk noticed his own breathing was becoming shdlower. He had witnessed this many times previoudy
on the battlefield as he held the hands of the dying and heard their last labored words. Now it was his
turn. Deeth was beckoning but it would haveto wait just alittle while longer.

There was more to be said even though it hurt deeply to talk. “If thereisweaknessin this, thenitis
shared equaly among usall.” Fergys responded. “Without it. Briavel and Morgraviawould not enjoy this
regular opportunity to send their young men thundering on fine steeds across the moorsto kill each
other.”

Magnus nodded. Fergys Thirsk never willingly went to battle; he cared too much for the sanctity of peace
and the preservation of lives, particularly those of Morgravian men. But history attested to Fergys Thirsk
being the most successful of the campaignersto lead Morgravia. He was legend amongst his men.

Through ahaze of pain Thirsk scrutinized the grieving man before him. noticing for thefirst time how gray
his King'shair had become. Once lustrous, it framed a strong-looking face, a determined jaw. and eyes
that somehow reflected the man’ s extraordinary intelligence. The King' stal bearing suddenly gave the
impression of avague stoop, as though his big body was getting too heavy for him to carry around. They
were getting old.

The Genera suddenly rasped alaugh. He would grow no older than thisday. The King looked up
sharply at the unexpected sound and Fergys shrugged, sending anew wave of agony through his ruptured

bodly.

“We ve dways managed to laugh at most things. Magnus.”

“Not at this, Fergys. Not at this.” The King sighed again.

Fergys could hear the pain in that deep breath. They had shared their childhood. Their fathers had raised



them to be close but the friendship was not forced. Fergys had worshiped the heir and then the King, and
for his part, Magnus considered his Generd abrother in al but birthright. He loved Fergysfiercely and
relied on his counsdl, had done so throughout hislong and flourishing reign. They were as wise together
asthey werewily.

“What must | do?’ the King whispered.
With hislast reserves of energy, the soldier squeezed the hand of hisKing.

“Your mgesty, itismy belief that you would no more celebrate the death of King Vaor of Briave than
you do mine. Morgravia has nothing to fear from him now for perhaps as much asthe next
decade—make it so, my King. Cal aparley, sre. No more young men need lose their livestoday.”

“I want to. | have no desire to prolong this battle, as you well know, and if it had not been for my own
Supidity, you wouldn’t—"

Thirsk interrupted the King' s outpouring of guilt with a spasm of coughing, blood spattering his shirt.
Death would no longer be patient. The King began to reach for linens but his Generd pushed the
monarch’sfussng hands away.

“My desath should suffice—it will be seen asamagor blow for Morgravia,” he said matter-of-factly
before adding. “Vaor isproud but heisnot stupid. He has no male heir. sire. His young Princesswill be
Queen one day and will need an army of her own, and for Briave to breed the soldiers of the future, they
need peace. But their men. and ours, would do well to dispense with the ancient quarrel dtogether. The
threat from the north isvery rea, my King, for both our realms. Y ou may need each other one day.”

Thirsk spoke of Cailech, the self-proclaimed King of the Mountain People. In the early days Cailech had
merely been the upstart and impossibly young leader of arabble of hard Mountain Dwellerswho rarely
|eft their high ground among the imposing sprawl of rangesthat framed the far north and northeast. His
kind for centuries had kept their triba squabbles to themselves, contained within the Razors, astherange
was caled. Back then, fifteen or so years ago, this young warrior, no more than eighteen summers, had
begun to stamp abrutal authority acrossthetribes, uniting them. Thirsk had believed for severa years
now that it was only a matter of time before Cailech would fed confident enough to look beyond the
mountains and out toward the fertile lands of Morgraviaand Briave.

“I will continue your strengthening of the Legion to the north,” the King said, reading histhoughts.
“That will hep merest easy.”
Both men could hear Thirsk’ sincreasingly rapid bresthing.

Magnus had to push back dl the emotion welling ingde him. “And so for you, my dearest friend. What
can | dofor you before you leave me?’ They clasped handsfor the last timein the Legionnaire manner.

“A blood pact, sire.”

The King' s eyebrow raised. He remembered the firgt time they had mixed blood. They had been lads
and permitted to witness theritua being performed between the former dukes of Felrawthy and
Argorn—asgpecid linking of Morgravia s most powerful duchiesin the north and south of therealm. The
two boys had watched the rites wide-eyed, impressed at the solemnity of the occasion and the deep
commitment between the participants. It had been Magnus sideafor them to do the same. “We'll
commit to each other.” he'd said to Fergys. “Y ou will love me asyour King and | will love you as my
Generd, but we will be blood brothers above dl ese”



They had found the courage to cut each other and hold palms together as the two nobles had done. They
had not been even ten years old.

Thirsk coughed violently again. His passing into the dark was just moments away. They could senseit.

“Nameit, Fergyd” the King growled, hisanxiety betraying him. “Whatever you ask isgranted. Y ou
know it.”

Thirsk nodded, exhausted. “ The children. My boy. Wyl. He must return from Argorn immediately. Heis
aready Generd of the Legion and does not know it. He must finish histraining inthe paace.” A new fit
of coughing interrupted him. *Bring Gueryn with him. sire. Keep them close. Thereis no better teacher
for him.”

“Except the one who leaves him now,” the King replied grimly. “And Y lena?’

“All | ask isthat you make agood marriage for her.” Thirsk looked toward the table where his dagger
lay.

Magnus moved without aword and fetched it. He sat down again beside hisfriend. The King passed the
blade over hispam and did the same to Thirsk. They rgoined hands, mingling their blood.

The King spoke softly as he made his promise. “ Y lenawill want for nothing. Y our sonis now my son.
Fergys Thirsk.”

“A brother for your Celimus.” Thirsk rasped as his breathing turned ragged.

“They will be blood brothers, aswe are.” the King said, fighting back tears. Hisgrip on hisfriend’s hand
tightened. “ Go now. Fergys. Struggle no more, my friend. May your soul travel safely.”

Fergys Thirsk nodded, the light dready dying in hiseyes. “Brothersin blood.” he whispered, breathing
hislag.

King Magnus of Morgraviafelt the clasp of hisfriend’ s hand dacken as death claimed Thirsk. “Our sons
will becomeone.” he echoed gravely.



Chapter 1

Gueryn looked to his|eft at the solemn profile of the lad who rode quietly next to him and felt another
pang of concern for Wyl Thirst Morgravia s new Genera of the Legion. Hisfather’s desth was as
untimely asit was unexpected. Why had they dl believed Fergys Thirsk would die of old age? His son
was too young to take such atitle and responsibility onto his shoulders. And yet he must; custom
demanded it. Gueryn thanked the stars for giving the King wisdom enough to gppoint atemporary
commander until Wyl was of an age where men would respect him. The name of Thirsk carried much
weight but no soldier would follow a near-fourteen-year-old into bettle.

Hopefully, there would be no war for many years now. According to the news filtering back from the
capital. Morgravia had inflicted aterrible price on Briavel’ s young men thistime. No. Gueryn decided,
there would be no fighting for awhile....long enough for Wyl to turn into the fine young man he promised
to be.

Gueryn regarded the boy, with his distinctive flame-colored hair and squat frame. He so badly needed his
father’ s guidance, the older man thought regretfully.

Wyl had taken the news of hisfather’ s death soicaly in front of the household, making Gueryn proud of
the boy as he watched him comfort hisyounger sister. But later, behind closed doors, he had held the
trembling shoulders of the lad and offered what comfort he could. The youngster had worshiped his
father, and who could blame him—most of Morgravia s men had aswell. It was especidly sad that the
boy had lost hisfather having not seen him in so many moons.

Ylena, a nine, was till young enough to be distracted by her loving nursemaid aswell as her dollsand
the new kitten Gueryn had had the foresight to grab at the loca market as soon as he was ddlivered the
news. Wyl would not be so easily diverted and Gueryn could dready sense the numbing grief hardening
within the boy. Wyl was a serious, complex child, and thiswould push him further into himsalf. Gueryn
wondered whether being forced to the capital was such agood idearight now.

The Thirsk homein Argorn had been ahappy one despite the head of the household having been absent
S0 often. Gueryn had agreed severa years back to take on what seemed theridiculoudly light task of
watching over theraising of the young Thirsk. But he had known from the steely gaze of the old warrior
that thiswas arole the General considered precious and he would entrust thisjob only to his
accomplished captain, whose mind was as sharp as the blade he wielded with such skill. Gueryn
understood and with aquiet regret at leaving his beloved Legion, he had moved to live among therolling
hillsof Argorn. among the lush southern counties of Morgravia.

He became WYy’ s companion, military teacher, academic tutor, and close friend. As much as the boy
adored hisfather, the General spent most of hisyear in the capital, and it was Gueryn who filled the gap
of Fergys Thirsk’ sabsence. It was of little wonder then that student and mentor had become so close.

“Don’'t watch melike that. Gueryn. | can dmost smell your anxiety.”
“How are you fedling about this?’ the soldier asked, ignoring the boy’ s rebuke.

Wyl turned in his saddleto look at hisfriend, regarding the handsome former captain. A flush of color to
his pale, freckled face betrayed his next words. “I’ m feding fine.”

“Be honest with me of al people. Wyl.”



The lad looked away and they continued their steady progress toward the famed city of Pearlis. Gueryn
waited, knowing his patience would win out. It had been just days since Wyl’ sfather had died. The
wound was till raw and seeping. Wyl could hide nothing from him.

“I' wish| didn't haveto go.” Wyl finally said, and the soldier felt the tenson in hisbody release
somewhat. They could talk about it now and he could do what he could to make WyI fed easier about
hisarrivd inthe srange, sprawling, often overwhelming capitd. “But | know thiswas my father’ sdying
wish.” Wyl added, trying to cover hissigh.

“The King promised he would bring you to Pearlis. And he had good reason to do so. Magnus accepts
that you are not ready for the role in anything but title yet but Pearlisisthe only place you can learn your
job and make an impression on the men you will one day command.” Gueryn’stone was gentle, but the
wordsimplacable. Wyl grimaced. “Y ou can’t stamp your mark from deepy Argorn,” Gueryn added,
wishing they could have had afew months—weeks even—just to get the boy used to the idea of having
no parents.

Gueryn thought of the mother. Fragile and pretty, she had loved Fergys Thirsk and his gruff wayswith a
ferocity that belied her sweet, gentle nature. She had succumbed, seven years previous and after a
determined fight, to the virulent coughing disease that had swept through Morgravia s south. If she hed
not been weakened from Ylena slong and painful birth she might have pulled through. The disease killed
many in the household, mercifully sparing the children.

Although herardly showed it outwardly, Wyl seemed to miss her in hisown reserved way. For dl his
rough-and-tumble boyishness, Gueryn thought, Wyl obvioudy adored women. The ladies of the
household loved him back, spoiling him with their affections but often whispering pitying words about his
looks.

There was no escaping the fact that Wyl Thirsk was not a handsome boy. The crown of thick orange hair
did nothing to help an otherwise plain, square face, and those who remembered the boy’ s grandfather
sad that Wyl resembled the old man in uncanny fashion—his uglinesswas amos aslegendary ashis
soldiering ability. The red-headed Fergys Thirsk had been no ail painting ether, which iswhy he had
lived with congtant surprise that his beautiful wife had chosen to marry him. Many would understand if the
betrothal had been arranged but Helyna of Ramon had loved him well and had brooked no argument to
her being joined to this high-ranking, plaingpoken, even plainer-looking man who walked sde by side
with aKing.

Vicious whispers at the court, of course, accused her of choosing Thirsk for his connections but she had
relentlesdy proved that the colorful court of Morgraviaheld little interest for her. Helyna Thirsk had had
no desrefor politica intrigues or socid climbing. Her only vanity had been her love of fine clothes, which
Fergys had lavished on hisyoung wife, claiming he had nothing else to spend his money on.

Wyl interrupted histhoughts. “ Gueryn, what do we know about this Cdimus?’

He had been waiting for just thisquestion. “1 don’'t know him at al but he' sayear or two older than you.
and fromwhat | hear heisfairly impressed with being the heir.” he answered tactfully.

“I see,” Wyl replied. “What else do you hear of him? Tell me honestly.”

Gueryn nodded. Wyl should not be thrown into this arena without knowing as much as he could. “The
King. | gather, continues to hope Celimus might be molded into the stuff Morgravia can be proud of.
athough | would add that Magnus has not been an exceptiond father. Thereislittle affection between
them.”



“Why?

“I cantell you only what your father has shared. King Magnus married Princess Adana. It wasan
arranged marriage. According to Fergys. they didiked each other within days of the ceremony and it
never got any easier between them. | saw her on two occasions and it is no exaggeration that Adanawas
awoman whose looks could take any man’s breath away. But she was cold. Y our father said she was
not just unhappy but angry at the choice of husband and despairing of the land she had come to. She had
never wanted to come to Morgravia. believing it to be filled with peasants.”

The boy’ s eyes widened. “ She said that?’

“And plenty more gpparently.”

“Where was shefrom?’

“Parrgamyn—I hope you can dredge up its location from dl those geography |essons?’

Wyl made aface at Gueryn’sdisapproving tutorly tone. He knew exactly where Parrgamyn was Stuated,
to thefar northwest of Morgravia. in balmy waters about two hundred nautical mileswest of the famed
Ideof Cipres. “Exoatic then?’

“Very. Hence Cdimus sdark looks.”

“So shewould have been of Zerque faith?’ he wondered aloud, and Gueryn nodded. “Go on.” Wyl
encouraged, glad to be thinking about something other than the pain of hisfather’s desth.

Gueryn sighed. “A long taeredly, but essentidly she hated the King, blamed her father for hisavaricein
marrying her off to what she consdered an old man. and poisoned the young Cdimus smind againgt his
father.”

“Shedied quite young, though, didn’t she?’

The soldier nodded. “ Y es. but it was the how that caused the ultimate rift between father and son. Y our
father was with the King when the hunting accident happened and could attest to the randomness of the
event. Adanalogt her lifewith an arrow through her throat.”

“TheKing' s?” Wyl asked, shifting in hissaddle. “My father never said anything about thisto me.”

“The arrow was fletched in the King' s very own colors. There was no doubt whose quiver it had come
from.”

“How could it have happened?’

Gueryn shrugged. “Who knows? Fergys said the Queen was out riding where she should not have been
and Magnus shot badly. Others whispered, of course, that his aim was perfect, asaways.” Hearched a
single eyebrow. It spoke plenty.

“So Cdimus has never forgiven hisfather?’

“Y ou could say. Celimus worshiped Adanaas much as his father despised her. But in losing his mother
very early there' s something you and Celimus have in common and this might be helpful to you,” he
offered. “Thelad. I'mtold, isaready highly accomplished in the arts of soldiering too. Hehasno equd in
the fighting ring amongst his peers. Sword or fists, on horseback or foot, heisgenuinely talented.”

“Better than me?”’



Gueryn grinned. “We |l see. | know of no one of your tender yearswho isas skilled in
combat—excluding mysdf at your age, of course.” Hewon asmile from the boy at this. “But, Wyl, a
word of caution. It would not do to whip the backside of the young Prince. Y ou may find it politic to play
second fiddle to aking-in-waiting.”

Wy’ s gaze rested firmly on Gueryn. “1 understand.”
“Good. Y our senghility inthiswill protect you.”
“Do | need protection?” Wyl asked, surprised.

Gueryn wished he could take back the warning. It wasill-timed but he was dways honest with his
charge. “1 don’'t know yet. Y ou are being brought to Pearlisto learn your craft and follow in your father’s
proud footsteps. Y ou must consider the city your home now. Y ou understand this? Argorn must rest in
your mind as a country property you may return to from time to time. Home is Stoneheart now.” He
watched the sorrow as those last words took afirm hold on the boy. It was said now. Had to be aired,
best out in the open and accepted. “ The other reason the King is keen to have you in the capitd is, |
suspect, because heis concerned at his son’ swayward manner.”

“Oh?

“Celimus needs someone to temper hisways. The King has been told you possess asimilar countenance
to your father and | gather this pleases him greeatly. He has hopes that you and his son will become as
closefriends as he and Fergys were.” Gueryn waited for Wyl to comment but the boy said nothing.
“Anyway, friendship can never beforced, so let’ s just keep an open mind and see how it al pansout. |
ghdl bewith you thewholetime.”

Wyl bit hislip and nodded. “Let’ s not tarry then. Gueryn.”
The soldier nodded in return and dug his hedlsinto the side of his horse asthe boy kicked into agalop.

Wyl remembered that rideinto Pearlis asif it were yesterday. It had been three moons now since his
father’ s death and. although he was now used to the routine of the palace and hisrole. Wyl hated his new
life. If not for his overwheming sense of duty he would have run away.

He scowled as an exasperated Gueryn struck him ablow on hiswrist. “Y ou’ re not concentrating. Whyl.
On the battlefield that dip could have cost you ahand.”

The soldier ddiberately struck again but thistime Wyl countered just as ferocioudy, hiswooden sword
making aloud clacking sound as he pressed back against his opponent.

“Better!” Gueryn cdled, rdieved. “Agan!”

From out of the corner of hiseye. Wyl could see that Prince Celimus had sdled up to afew of the
flatterers he usualy surrounded himsalf with. Wyl doubled his efforts and Gueryn was prudent enough to
not criticize further.

About time, the soldier thought as he increased his speed, stepping up the session to acombat leve
rather than just adrill. He was pleased to see the boy relax dightly—a good sign that he was no longer
concerned with who was watching but folly attendant on defending himself. Gueryn then upped the kills
dtill further, ddivering afrighteningly fast series of dashes and thruststhat would have challenged a
battle-hardened soldier, let done afourteen-year-old boy. Those around them in the practice courtyard



had fallen slent and varioustrainers and other lads wandered over to watch what was clearly afight to
the“death.”

Whyl. swesting lightly now in the chill morning, stepped back, feinted, moved to hisleft, parried, and then
dodged back to hisorigina position, feinting once again before he saw the gap and struck hard and fast.
He crouched nimbly to avoid thelow. normaly “fata” dash he had aready anticipated from hiswily
opponent and then struck upward with force, two-handed. Suddenly Gueryn was on his back panting
and Wy’ s piece of timber was at histhroat.

There was murder in the boy’ seyes and if they had been on the field. Gueryn believed he would be
drawing hislast breath. Gueryn dso knew Wyl had genuindy bested him. despite hissmdler stature and
drength, with ablaze of raw anger. He redlized he would have to counsel him on thisand explain that
Wyl needed to fight clear-headed. Fighting decisions were always based on training and intuition rather
than just pure emotion. That approach only worked once; Gueryn knew that when wave after wave of
soldiers were bearing down, it was the cool, emotionless approach that won the day.

He stared back a Wy, forcing him to give way. Onlookers were clapping and whistling their
gppreciation of the demongtration. Wyl regained his composure and pulled Gueryn to hisfeet. He
glanced toward the smirking Prince, anticipating some snide comment to humiliate him in front of his

peers.

The Prince was predictablein this. “ Can you do that with ared sword. Wyl?" Cdimusinquired
innocently.

It was Gueryn, smacking the dust from his clothes, who replied. “Wdll, | wouldn’t want to take him on
with ablade,” he said, hoping to deflect attention. He laughed and clapped Wyl on the back.

“No?But | shal,” Cdimusinterjected, his smile broad and anything but genuine. The Prince svoice was
dy now. “What do you say, Wyl ?’

Gueryn held his breath. Thiswas the most direct provocation that Wyl had encountered from the Prince,
who had spent much of the time since their arrival smply baiting the youngster.

Wyl regarded the heir to the throne coolly. Gueryn’s hand was on his shoulder, squeezing hard. They did
not permit the lads to drill against each other with anything but wooden or blunted swords and thisrule
was especidly rigid where Celimus was concerned.

Wyl looked away, hating to back down from that clear, defiant gaze. “1’m not alowed to fight you, your
highness”

“Oh, that’ sright,” the Prince said, as though suddenly reminded of the palace rules. “ Y ou' d better
remember it too, General .” Cdimus laced the final word with as much sarcasm as he could.

Wyl had never felt such awell of hate rise within himsalf Until recently he had lived life with carefree joy,
had hardly known didike for anyone. He had been surrounded by people who loved him. Now his every
waking moment seemed filled with torment. Celimus baited him at every opportunity and if he was not
using his crud mouth againg Wyl, then he was laying trgpsfor him with afew of hishenchmen. A day
hardly passed in which the Prince did not succeed in bringing gloom to settle on Wy’ s shoulders. If there
were not dead ratsin his bed, then there were cockroachesin his drinking water, or mud in hisboots. His
food was tampered with and histraining clothes hidden. Childish and pointlessit dl wasand yet it wore
Wyl down, nibbling &t hisresolveto follow in hisfather’ s footsteps.

“Wyl Thirk?”



A page had arrived.
“Over here” Gueryn replied, nodding toward his despondent charge and grateful for the interruption.

The messenger addressed Wyl. “Y ou’ re wanted in the King's chambers. Generd.” he said politely.
“Immediatdy, gr.”

Wyl looked up at the still-grinning Prince and bowed. “With your permission, your highness, I'll take my
leave” he said, carefully observing the correct protocol.

Cdimus nodded, his silky lashes blinking once over olive eyesthat missed nothing. Everything about
Cdimuswas beautiful. Even & fifteen, when most of the boyswere still struggling to fit into their
awkward bodies, hislooked as though it was sculpted from pure, smooth marble. Muscled and polished,
therewas not ablemish oniit.

Inlooks, Celimus represented to Wyl everything he persondly was not and that redlization was painful

for aboy born to lead men. Cdimuswastal with wide, square shoulders. His hands were large but deft
and he carried himsdlf with grace; even his swordplay was degant and highly skilled. Hisfeatureswere
independently arresting but together they formed a face that was destined to turn heads. Manhood was
dtill to settle on him but, looking at the youth, it was obvious an especidly siriking man wasin the making.
Hisvoice had aready deepened to atimber Wyl could only dream about, while Wyl’s own till squeaked
and cracked in places—usudly at inopportune moments.

He's perfect, Wyl thought glumly to himsalf, curaing his own shorter stature, red hair, and no doulbt
blushing face of pae, freckled skin filled with unremarkable features. He tried to mask his despair asthe
Prince nudged hisfriends and excused himsdlf, ill smirking. The men standing nearby gave polite bows,
but exchanged looks of distaste. Cdimus may have been a glorious-looking individua whom the young
women of the court were aready swooning over but he was unpopular among the larger palace
community. In thishewas hismother dl over again. While the King was revered, the heir had no loyalties
he might count on from any but the sycophants who hung around him.

“May Shar help us all when that one takes the throne.” someone said, and many gave wary nods of
agreemen.

Wyl strode away, a sense of foreboding now mingling with his hate: King Magnus had summoned him, no
doubt to ask questions about hisloyalty. It was hardly newsthat he and Celimus did not get along.

“Come on. Wyl. make haste.” Gueryn urged.

They did so. following the page as he weaved a practiced route through the halls of the paace, taking
shortcuts via various walled courtyards and sunlit atriums. On the way they stole a chance to wash their
faces and rinse their handsin abucket of water raised from a convenient well while the page hopped
from foot to foot in urgent need to ddliver his“goods’ to the King' s secretary.

Wyl had not realized how beautiful the palace of Stoneheart was. Up until now it had beento himan
impregnable fortress with solid, gray walls, dusty yards, stables, and amess hdl that was dways noisy. A
place where dogs, horses, soldiers, and servants scurried about in asmal world of their own within the
castlewalls. This more serene aspect of Stoneheart was as unexpected asit was attractive. Hefdt like an
intruder on anew world.

The dark stone looked suddenly handsome in the many light-filled, €legant spaces especidly created
within theinterna structure of the castle. Wyl began to appreciate that the castlewas also apadaceinits
own right, possessing adigtinctive style of which smplicity wasthe key. Walswere not busly cluttered;



instead, one eye-catching tapestry might be the only decoration in avast chamber. Furniture was
practica, dways smple, favoring the heavier, dark Lomash wood so abundant in Morgravia. Adana had
had no influence here. Wyl mused; there was no hint anywhere that a Queen of such exotic heritage had
lived any of her short lifein this place. He wondered if Cdimus s more extravagant taste would leaveits
garish mark on Stoneheart when he took the throne.

Hurrying through the corridors and up stairs, trying to keep up with the page, Wyl caught glimpses of
carvings of the great beasts. It was believed that every Morgravian was chosen from birth by one of the
beasts, and the choice became known when a person made their firgt pilgrimage to the cathedral at
Pearlis. There, the magica creatureswere glorioudy presented, each holding up one of the pillars of the
great nave. Whenever Wyl visited the cathedral, he looked for the famed winged lion—his creature.
Now. in the palace, he spotted the taloned bear, the magnificent eagle, the serpent cunningly twisting out
of the stone, and the beautiful jeweled peacock. Finally, asthey drew nearer to the King’'s chambers, he
saw the mighty warrior dragon, talisman to dl the monarchs of Morgravia. Wyl looked at it in
wonderment, then thought of hisfather’ s cregture, the phoenix. There was asymmetry there which
pleased him: both Magnus and Fergys were creatures of fire; no wonder they had loved each other so

loydly.
“Wait here please,” the page said finally, at the top of a second flight of gairs.
“Where arewe?’ Gueryn wondered aoud.

“Outsde the King's private study, sir. Please be seated.” The boy gestured toward an open corridor with
astone bench fashioned out of the walls on both sides. The areawas flooded with sunlight and by the
soft, unmistakable fragrance of winterblossom. It was seductive. They strolled over to the ba cony and
gared into asmall but exquisite orchard. Its beauty and perfume kept them silent in their own thoughts.

Soon enough an older man arrived quietly behind them. “It’ sdifficult to drag oneself away, isn't it?” the
man said, hisvoice low and friendly. Gueryn assumed he must be the King's secretary. When they
turned, he added. “'Y ou must be Wyl Thirsk.”

Wyl nodded.
“Weadl loved and grestly respected your fine father, son. Heis degply missed in our community.”

“Thank you. sir.” Wyl sammered, unsure of what €lse to say, wishing people would alow him to hed
that wound and not keep reminding him months after the hated event. This man meant no harm, though. It
wasther first meeting and only right that he would make mention of his prestigiouslineage.

The soldier beside him cleared histhroat. “Er. | am hisguardian—"

“Ah. yes, Gueryn le Gant, isn't it?” the man said. His manner was brisk yet kind. “Welcometo you both.
Can | offer you something cool to drink? | gather we interrupted your training.” The smilewas genid.

“Thank you. we ll befine” Gueryn answered politely.

“I amtheKing's secretary. Orto.” their host said. “ The King has requested a private discussion with the
young man so | will ask you to remain here. Gueryn. Please Sit. we shdl cal Wyl soon.” He smiled again
and departed.

Within afew minutes Orto returned. “Wyl, come with me now. Y ou may leave your wegpon and belt out
herewith Gueryn.”

Wyl did as he was asked and. with aglance over his shoulder towards hisfriend, followed the servant.



Massive oaken doors, carved with Morgravia s crest, were opened before them. Wyl looked up at the
keystone of the archway they passed through: carved into it was another fire-breathing warrior dragon,
sgnaling that he was entering the private domain of aKing...hisKing. Thelarge chamber he entered had
windows running the length of it and astone fireplace at either end, again featuring the royd talisman.

Wyl had logt his bearingsin the journey through the palace; he wondered what those windows looked
out onto. But the sound of voices caled him back from his distraction and he heard the scratching of a
pen on parchment.

“Lagt one. | hope?’ agruff voice said.

“Itis, dre” another man’ s voice answered, and then the owner of that voice shuffled past them carrying
rolls of documents.

“Ah, Orto, you havethe boy? Bring himin, bring himin.”

Wyl emerged fully into the study and came face to face with the man he had met only briefly once, the
man hisfather had died protecting. Magnus had headed north to Felrawthy amost immediately after
Wyl’sarriva and thiswastheir first occasion to meet again. He noticed that the King wastall but
stooped and he appeared much older, even since their firdt, very hurried, talk. Magnus, he noticed now.
looked very little like Celimus. athough the strapping physique wasthere. A gentle push from Orto, on
hisway out of the room, reminded Wyl that he was in the presence of his sovereign. He bowed low.

“You look like your father, boy.”

It had been meant as acompliment but Wyl’ s plain looks made him fed that amost any reference to them
was abarb.

“Hedwaystold mel look morelike my grandfather, sre.” hereplied politely.

Magnus grinned then. “ That’ s probably true. son. But you remind me of how he was when we were both
mere scamps together in this same cadtle”

Wyl could tdll the King meant it sincerely. He knew how fond the friends had been of each other and
imagined that Magnus losing Fergys Thirsk would be like him losng Gueryn. More than just painful.

“I misshim. gre” he admitted.

TheKing gazed down at him with soft eyes. “Metoo, Wyl. So keenly that | still find myself talking to him
now and then.”

Wy regarded the King and saw no guile. He appeared nothing like his son in temperament either, thought
Wy

“So. Wyl,” the King said, sitting down and gesturing for Wyl to be seated too. “ Tell me, how are we
treating you in Pearlis? | imagine you must regret not being in that gloriousworld of Argorn. | know your
father congtantly did.”

“Yes dre, but...I anstlingin.”

Magnus scrutinized the lad before him, sensing he was cautious like his father—and probably just as
unforgiving if he waswronged, judging by that proud jut of hischin.

“I have seen your sister about the place. What a sunny, pretty young thing sheis. | trust sheis happy?’



Wyl shrugged gently. “1 think Y lenawould be happy anywhere, your magesty, providing she has her dolls
and fine dresses.” He amiled. “ Thank you for al that you' ve given her, Sre. Sheis pretty, that’ strue.
She' sthelucky onein looks—she took after my mother.”

He was sartled by the King' s sudden laugh. “Don't put yourself down, Wyl.”

“No, gre. I'll leave that to others.”

“Ah”

Orto reentered the King' s study and brought with him asmal tray with two cups of blood-red wine.
“Don't tell old Gueryn, en?He |l think I'm corrupting you.” The King winked.

Wyl could not help but like the man who sat before him. He wanted to be wary of him. He was the father
of Cdimus, after al, but il it was hard not to enjoy his company.

“Now here sto you, young Wyl,” the King said, lifting hisglass.

“And to your continuing good hedlth, sre” The underlying message was not lost on Masnus.
“Hasit been hard settling in?’

“Oh, theusud duff, Sre”

Wyl felt Magnusfix him with hisdirect gaze. “Tell me about Cdimus” the King said.

“What can | tdl you, your mgesty, that you don’t aready know?’

The King paused and Wyl thought it was atelling hesitation. “ Tell me any good points you' ve noticed
about him.”

Now Wyl felt redlly cornered. “I don’t understand.”

“Oh, | think you do,” Magnus said gently. “I grasp more than people credit me with, Wyl. Celimus has
many imperfections. On the outside, however, heisatruly remarkable individud. | freely admit, without
any shame, thet | think he will turn into one of the finest-looking men Morgravia has ever bred. Shar rest
his mother’ ssoul.” Thislast he added perfunctorily. “I don’t know whether it' s because he lost his
mother early, or because he hasno siblings...or smply because | am awoeful father. Whatever the
reasons. Cdimusis not so remarkable on theinside. In fact | know him to have adarkness within that
troublesme.”

Wyl nodded, fearful of what to say to a King making such afrank admission about his own son.
Magnus held him with alight blue gaze. I’ ve heard the two of you are enemies. Isthistrue?’

Wyl felt tongue-tied. He had no desireto lie to Magnus who was being so candid with him and hetried
to be diplomatic in his response.

“That'sastrong word. sire. | am Morgravian. | am prepared to die for my Kingdom and for itsruler. |
am no enemy to the King.” he assured, horrified to think Magnus might think otherwise.

Instead Magnus grinned. “ So like your father. But perhaps you are prepared to die for this King. son.
How about King Cdimus?’



Wyl understood. *Y ou obvioudy wish meto do something for you. sire”

TheKing sighed. “Yes. Wyl. | do. And it snot going to be easy. | trusted your father al of my life, and |
trust his son now. Moments before your father died wejoined our bleeding pamsto make an oath. Y our
father’ s deathbed wish wasthat | bring you back to Pearlis and make a General of you. You areaThirsk
and itisyour birthright to head the Legion. But part of our oath was that we make our two sons blood
brothers.”

A blood oath? Wyl fdlt the dow crawl of achill through him as Magnus continued.

“I gave my word to your fathe—my closest friend, my blood brother—that his son would become my
son.” He paused again. Wyl said nothing, his silent thoughts racing ahead to guess what the King might
ask of him. “Do | have your loyaty, my boy?’

Startled, Wyl quickly moved to knedl before the King. He placed hishand on hisheart. “ Yes. sre. You
will never haveto quetioniit.”

The King nodded. “Good. | am devating you to your father’ srevered title of King’s Champion. It comes
into effect today but | do not grant this position lightly. Y ou despise my son.” He held up his hand to hush
Wy!I’sready objection. “I know this—and he has given you little reason to think highly of himin any way.
s0 | do not hold this againgt you. However, from now on you will protect the heir of Morgraviawith your
life, asyour father protected me with his.

“Asof thismoment you will shadow the Princein dl that he does. | don't doubt for a second that any of
his activities are distasteful, as | know my son has a penchant for crud habits. Together we will try to
changethis. Make afriend of him. Wyl. Influence him. Everything that made your father the fine man he
wasisembodied in hisonly son—I know thisto betrue. Y our reputation precedes you. boy. Y ou have
the qudities that make a specia man, aleader of men. and | want you to do everything you can to imbue
Cdimuswith those qudities”

Wyl tried to object.

Magnusinterrupted him. “No buts, Wyl. Thisis my command. Y ou are dlready Generd to the Legion
and Champion to the King, and one day you will be cdled to act for Cdimus—at his command. Inthe
intervening years, you will befriend the Prince and somehow, child. | pray your humility, your sense of
right and wrong, your courage, and your leadership will rub off and help him as he matures. | know | ask
alot of you, Wyl, but thisis your duty now—your duty to me.”

TheKing's eyes blazed as he reached forward and grabbed Wy!I’ swrist. “ Swear it to me, Wyl. Make
this pact with your sovereign.”

Wyl felt hisworld suddenly spin as he put his other hand over his heart and gave the solemn oath to be
“blood” to Celimus.

Magnus suddenly dropped Wy’ swrist and reached for his dagger. Wyl saw the blade glint as Magnus
drew the sharp edge across his own pam; bright blood sprang instantly to the surface. Without hesitation,
Wyl offered his own hand and the King repeated the process. The knife bit crudly and swiftly through his
young hand until it too yielded up its precious liquid. Wyl did not wince at the pain, but he suspected the
King had deliberately cut deep enough to leave a scar—one that would aways remind him of this oath.

“Y ou will protect the life of the heir to Morgraviawith yours, preferring to die by his hand than save your
ownlife”



They clasped fists, blood to blood.
“I pledgeit,” Wyl afirmed.
“Y ou and he are to be as one body, onelife.”

Wyl swalowed slently. “ Asthough my blood runsin hisveins. | swveer it, Sre”



Chapter 2

In the end it was her eyesthat gave them their excuse to hunt down Myrren. Her eyes were bewitching
indeed—one apiercing gray, the other an arresting green with flecks of warm brown. Lovely enoughin
isolation but so ill-matched as a pair that they were darming to behold. Little wonder then that as soon as
those eyes had settled from their newborn blue to their strange final coloring, her parents had fled from
the city of Pearlisto the deepy hamlet of Baglup in the southwest, where they raised their only daughter in
relative obscurity.

Both knew thisfacia oddity would symbolize much to the Stalkers, hungry for prey. Thankfully the
family’ s sudden departure was soon yesterday’ s gossip and quickly forgotten. Meanwhile, the folk of
Baglup were known to be of libera mind. The father, awealthy physic, was agreat boon for a
community lacking in any medicina talent, whilst the mother, a scholar, was a specia boon for the
youngsters of Baglup.

Not proneto the old superstitious fears of their city cousins, the folk of Baglup welcomed the gentle
child, Myrren, with her strange eyes and shy smile.

So when the Witch Stalkersfinally came some nineteen years later it was such ashock that the physic’s
weak heart had given out. He had died at their feet upon answering their terrifying banging a the door.

The mother was helpless, watching her husband take his last bresth while all she could do wasrall at
them, curaing them for having ever been born. She had finaly did to the floor in despair as she had
watched Myrren, now abeautiful young woman, being dragged into the street.

The Stalkers had gone through their usud pointlesslist of contrived accusations—everything from disease
in the south to an irritating bunion on the King' sfoot was now firmly linked to Myrren’ sdevil craft. No
farewels were permitted as Myrren was taken to the city.

King Magnus heard the first doleful clang of the cathedra bells and hisfirst thought was a sour one.
Pearlis il loved awitch-burning. Nothing could bring the city folk out faster from their homesthan the
clamor of the bells sgnifying that awitch had been discovered and sentenced to die for her sins. And it
had been more than a decade since the capita had heard this particular sound; tradition had it that the
brides of the devil could not abideit.

It began with asingle bell pealing Six times every six hoursfor Six days to announce the discovery of a
witch. Six wasthe devil’ snumber. Oncethetria began, the rhythm would change to a single somber pedl
every Sx hoursfor itsduration.

In truth, very few continued to believe in sorcery under Magnus' srule. However, the older gentry of
Morgravia, especidly those whose parents had been seduced by the Zerques, and who themselves had
fdlen under Queen Adana s spdll, remained suspicious of any who might show aleaning toward the fey.
The now fading tradition of wariness had been grounded in the practice of Morgravian Kingsto keep a
hag within the castle. An old crone, usualy harmless enough, she brewed hedling teasfor the royasand
was called upon at births, marriages, and deaths. She aso performed readings and sightings for the King,
in order to make prophecies.

Thefirg indication that the influence of hags was waning occurred about one hundred and fifty years



before Magnus came to the throne. According to the history books, hisforefather. King Bordyn, kept a
crone who favored the drawing of blood for her prophecying. After theloss of two heirsand awifeina
series of accidental degths, Bordyn objected not only to his hag’' s unsavory practices but to her
prophecies of doom and gloom for Morgravia. When tragedy struck again twice in the same year, with
first the death of his second wife and her unborn babe after she toppled down the castle stairs, and then
the routing of his Legion by the Briavelian Guard. Bordyn declared his hag an instrument of darkness.
Branded awitch, she was tortured and burned in order to cleanse Morgraviaof her sain. It wasthefirst
timein the history of Morgraviathat a person had been tried and punished for having magica influence.
Uncannily, after the hag' s desath, life for Bordyn took aturn for the better. The King lived to aripe age
and, taking athird wife, sred a son who outlived him and inherited the throne.

During this period of prosperity, the belief began to grow that hags—or witches, as they were now
caled—were ablight on society. Many innocent people who had openly practiced the hedling arts were
hunted down. Around thistime, atheologist called Dramdon Zerque emerged, preaching anew Order
that claimed Shar himself denounced sorcery becauseit challenged belief in the god’ s omnipotent
powers. Zerque was agifted orator with abrilliant mind—skillsthat worked especidly effectively on the
gentry, who embraced the radica new religion, dong with its message to annihilate al who showed even
the dightest talent for those arts considered magical.

It was Zerque who coined the term “witch-smeller,” when he proclaimed that anyone who even smelled
of magica taint should be brought in and given the opportunity to confesstheir sins. Using Shar ashis
battering ram. he challenged Morgravians—and later Briavellians—to take up the fight against witches
and warlocks. Hisinfluence spread, reaching beyond Morgraviaand Briavel acrossthe oceansto asfar
west as Parrgamyn. where the new Order was embraced with aspecid vigor. It was this more fervent
form of thereligion that Queen Adanaand her contingent brought back to Morgraviaall those years|ater,
turning Pearlisinto a Zerque stronghold.

Interestingly, in these more modern timesit wasthe rura areasthat dismissed the Zerques asreligious
zedlots, claming they threetened Shar s gentle teachings far more than any hedgewitch might. Country
folk smply ignored the Order’ s claims and those areas became a tentative sanctuary for those with
magica tendencies.

Now, with an enlightened King—who had little tolerance for the gossip that the witch-hunting Zerques
might be finding afoothold in the realm again—the opportunities to persecute any so-caled practitioners
werefew and far between. As soon as Queen Adana had died, her death taking with it the last key
supporter of the Zerque Order, Magnus had grabbed his chance to stamp out the practice of

persecution. It was his cold and cruel wife who had encouraged more of the Zerquesinto Morgravia; she
who had encouraged they make the pilgrimage to this* peasant” realm across the ocean from her own
country along way to the northwest, where life for the lower caste was intolerably cheap. Her father had
been determined to do trade with the realms of the eastern peninsula and considered amarriage
necessary to build those important bridges where his merchants could move freely among these
“barbarian” lands.

Magnus had been seduced by the audacious glamor of the bride on offer. One look at the
twenty-one-year-old Adana had seen desire take precedence over prudence and his acceptance was
immediate. It was barely amatter of days following the lavish roya wedding that Magnus had first
grasped the enormity of his poor decision. Hisfriend and counsel, Fergys Thirst had argued passionately
againg the union in the intervening months. He had suggested that the gap in culturd differenceswas
yawning, not to mention the stunning age difference of amost three decades, and could not envisage how
Magnus and Adanawould overcome such obstacles.



“I want her!” Magnus had resisted, recalling the dark beauty who had aready been offered.
“Sheisrather young, sire. Y our fourth decadeiswell behind you.”

“And you can talk, Thirsk, courting Helyna of Ramon—mbarely into womanhood.” the King had
countered, wanting to hurt back, for the truth of hisfriend’ sbarb had hit home.

He remembered the words of ever-wise Fergys Thirsk asif they had been spoken yesterday. And
Magnus had spent therest of hislife wishing that he had listened to hisfriend’ s well-intentioned wisdom
instead of following what he soon redlized was nothing more than lust.

The promised dowry came but Morgraviawas dready arich relm. What he had not bargained on were
the zedl ots who followed Adana and, using her influence, weasdled their way into the fabric of
Morgravian life, promoting fear and loathing. In truth the Zerques were dready well established in
Morgraviabut Adana s eager priests brought anew verveto their fanaticism.

Theroyas didikefor each other extended to the marriage bed. Adana despised Magnus so much as
touching her. On their wedding night the King discovered that nothing in hiswife burned for him except
contempt—and desire for the power he could provide.

He gave her none asaresult. She gave him only her derision.

“Your hateful grasping hands and loathsome wrinkled skin could never entice me, old man,” she
had hurled at him on the very night of her marriage vows.

Twicein ther timetogether he had forced himself upon her and deeply regretted his desperation on both
occasions. It remained awonder that Celimus was ever even born. His son was conceived in anger and

horror when Magnusimpregnated Adanain that second and most brutal of rapes. He never touched his
wife sexudly again; hardly touched her at dl. saveto take her arm asrequired on forma occasions.

No one offered more silent thanks to Shar than King Magnus at the untimely, though suspicious, degth of
the Queen. Whiletherest of Morgravia publicly displayed its shock. Magnus found himself going through
the motions of grief but inwardly rgjoicing. It was arelease he shared only with Fergys Thirsk. and his
friend never once reminded the King of hisearly advice.

As soon as Adand s body was cold in itstomb. Magnus had begun systematically breaking down the
Zerque structure and in hisreign could claim that he had single-handedly achieved the destruction of an
Order that had been centuriesin the making. But he had made concess ons—as one must during
campaigns of change—to give those gentry who clung to the old waystime to adjust to anew regime.

Magnus had agreed that only in the event that there be damning evidence brought to bear against aman
or woman would he permit the traditiond trid. In the years snce Adand s death only two witches had
been brought to trial—only one of those had burned. He permitted ajudge and jury to be embodied in
one man—afdlow caled Lymbert—and gave him the authority to roam the redlm with histhree Witch
Stalkers, more as an gppeasement for the destruction that the Crown had visited on the entire Zerque
Order than for witch persecution.

“It will keep the traditionaists quiet. Fergys,” he had explained to hisfriend, who, though proud of the
King's determination to destroy the Zerques, did not gpprove of the new twist on the old theme. “We let
those who remain trueto the old fanaticism believe we gtill pursue the devil’ sdoings. In the meantime we
dismantle the structure that has, for too many decades, brought fear and loathing into Morgravia.”

“And then?’ hisfriend had asked.



“And then we wait for anew generation to finish what we have begun,” the King had replied with
certainty. “A generation that has not known the terror of the Zerque Witch Stalkers and will therefore
hold nofaithin them.”

Fergys had agreed that a handful of desths—if any at all—were preferable to the early years of
persecution of suspected witches, usualy innocents with the unfortunate afflictions of cleft palatesor club
feet. Theintroduction of asngle Confessor and the binding of the law, which gave the sovereign find say
over any cases, was aworthy compromise during the Y ears of Aboalition, as Magnustermed it. Fergys
was not fully convinced that granting concessions to those till suspicious of herbwomen or people of
irregular features might not encourage the fanatics to take their fervor underground, but he conceded the
sense of giving the King ultimate say over who might be brought to trial. He had to trust that Magnus
would frustrate the progression of casesto such an extent that the practice of witch-hunting would smply
peter out.

Confessor Lymbert, in the meantime, had walked a careful path, never overstepping his authority, and as
aresult hisrole quietly continued long after the abolition of the Zerques had been achieved. Magnus
regretted this and had made a promise to himself that he would abolish the office of Confessor. The war
with Briavel had digtracted him, and then his Generd’ s untimely death had so profoundly affected the
King's hedlth that he had paid little attention to domestic affairs for sometime. Lymbert had survived and,
sadly, his Witch Stalkers had found Myrren.

King Magnus hated the sound of those bells and he knew as the clangor began that morning that the few
remaining Witch Stalkers would be understandably desperate for atria and akill. He had hoped the girl
Myrren and her family had taken the sensible precaution of fleeing their village but then he knew Lord
Rokan to be far too cunning to alow such athing to happen. Rokan was a senior noble of little
conseguence, with too many vicesfor Magnus s tastes, but he was well connected among the nobility.
Lord Bench, one of the most influential men in the realm, was distantly related through marriage and
Rokan rarely failed to use Bench’s status to further his own causes.

Magnus had pieced it together in his mind, even though Rokan had only told half the sory. It was
obviousto the King that Rokan had made his predictable, abeit unwel come, advancesto this youngster.
Myrren, and when spurned had decided to take revenge. He had along history of indiscretions outside
his marriage and this had been just another attempt to get ayoung woman into his bed. It was atragedy.
Magnusfdt, that Rokan had sumbled acrossthis particular girl’ svillage.

The problem for Magnus was that the nobl €' s accusation carried weight in the eyes of the Stalkers and
those who till harbored deep-rooted suspicion of any man. woman, or child who might show some
physical difference. The Zerques had preached for a century or more that a person born with acaul,
more or less than ten fingers or toes, or—Shar forbid—ill-matched eyes must be a member of the devil’s
can.

Magnus might have officidly dismantled the power of the Zerque Order, but he could not control the
minds and hearts of his people. He knew that somein hisrealm still used the odd warding against
sorcery, or wore specific colors on certain days, and whilst these seemed little more than harmless
supergtitions he also knew how easily they could develop into full-blown fear, abaying for blood. He
hoped that any genuine sentient—if there was such a person—would have the wisdom to keep hisor her
practices secret.

No such chance for young Myrren—witch or not, her case was now very much public. Magnus did not
personally believe the girl was guilty of the charges, but only privately scorned those who did. No matter
his own opinion, the law—his law—provided for Myrren’ strid. And Morgravian justice was not
renowned for its mercy where aguilty verdict of devil craft was handed down. Worse, he knew what



lewd enjoyment some would derive from seeing her tortured and debased—not least of al Lord
Rokan—and there was nothing he could do to stop it now.

Rokan’ s evidence was persuasive and the law was. sadly, on his sde. When Lord Rokan had called for
aprivate audience with the King and had seemed utterly determined to have thiswoman brought to trial.
Magnus had felt his hands were tied. Odd-colored eyes were the single most damning characterigtic a
person living in Morgravia could possess. The girl was doomed by the peculiarity of her features. Hefelt
sorry for her, but the time to save her had passed. At the point when Magnus could have intervened, he
had ingtead been distracted by anger toward his son. Celimus ' sirresponsible behavior was drawing far
too much attention and the boy was still only sixteen. Shar help them when he was of an agewhere his
father’ sheight and wrath could no longer cow him. But mostly Magnus had been fedling an uncontrollable
rage a the dark newsfrom his physic that his days were numbered. Magnus was fearful it would not be
sufficient time to mold Cdimusinto aresponsible hair to the throne, to create atrue King from the ruin of
hismarriage.

Hisanger wasfully stoked by the time Lord Rokan kept his gppointment and strodein to formally
demand the young woman' s degth. Celimus had not excused himsdlf either, which would have been the
polite choice under the circumstances. Instead he had hung on Rokan’ s every word, hisdy smile
creeping wider across hisface. He even had the audacity to join the conversation and this was the taper
that lit the dry straw on hisfather’ s smoldering mood.

“Go ahead, Father,” he had jeered. “ A witch triad would deflect attention from the Crown’ swayward
heir and give them something to redly talk about.” The mocking smile chalenged the King.

Magnus knew his son was ayoung man without love and dl his parents had given him, it seemed, wasthe
capacity to be crud and sdlf-centered. With hisimpending degth, the King of Morgraviaredized if he
had been a better father, amore affectionate and loving one—even just afather who had been more
accessible and keen to exert hisinfluence during the child’ s early years—it might have made a difference.
Instead what stood before him was a clever, avariciousindividua who was. to dl intents, heartless. A
frightening combination for the person who would sit on Morgravid sthrone. Today’ s indiscretion had
been thelatest in along line of actsthat made hisfather despair of him, hate him even.

Rokan had continued to bluster through his troubled thoughts and Celimus had egged him on. In afit of
pique. Magnus agreed, if only to get both detestable men out of his chamber. Had he any inkling that he
would reign, without succumbing to hisillness, for another Six years, he might never have let Myrren of
Badup auffer.



Chapter 3

Cdlimuswas frustrated. He paced the courtyard angrily awaiting a page he had sent off to find Wyl
Thirsk. The Prince enjoyed belittling Wyl but the orange-haired troll was not giving him the sort of smug
satisfaction he wanted. He would be King one day and he wanted to see thisonein particular cringing
early to him. Wyl was Fergys Thirsk’ s son after all and Celimus had despised Fergys since hewasold
enough to measure the bond between hisfather and his Generd. Perhaps without the famous soldier in
the King'slife, hisfather might have paid more attention to his sole heir.

Now al Cdimus had to offer his King was contempt.

The mgor rift had come when his mother died twelve years previous. Whispers around the court had
hinted that perhaps her death was not quite the accident it had seemed at first. Try though his caretakers
might, they could not protect the sharp, highly intelligent four-year-old from absorbing the enormity of
what was being gossiped about. If he valued hisfather’ s praise, he worshiped his mother ten times as
much. Although he had sensed her cool detachment from Morgravian society and its people—especidly
his father—Celimus a so gragped that this doofness did not extend to him. Celimus she loved with
intengity. He was every bit her child. While hisfather was golden in looks, the son had her dark, exotic
glamor. Olive skin and black lustrous hair meant Cdimuswas Adanadl over again. She granted him his
height was no doubt inherited from the King but that was al. Men should betall, she had argued. For
sovereigns shefdt it was aprerequisite. She had no doubt that Celimus would be animposing manin
yearsto come—he was dready an arresting child to look at. And with it came abright and agile mind
that she adored. Adana made good use of those early years, manipulating her son’ sthoughts, trying to
poison him againgt hisfather—the peasant, she called him—but not to much avail. It remained afalure
of hers. Theinfant Cdlimus craved the attention of Magnus but she was rdlieved to note the King had
neither time nor inclination to level much interest toward the boy. She hated the red-headed General even
more and used his presence as awegpon to turn Celimus against the King.

“Helovesthat Thirsk fellow more than us, child. See how they bend their heads together. Plotting.
Always conniving.”

Celimus had not understood the grown-up words then but he had grasped her meaning. She accused
Thirsk of congtantly filling his own coffers at the King' s expense; she laughed hard at the shy and reticent
creature Thirsk had finaly married. “ Peasant for peasant!” she had spat at Celimus one day. Although he
had thought Helyna Thirsk quite pretty, he was only afew years old, and so believed his mother must
surely beright. And when she had findly seenthe Thirsks' first child, Adana had attacked the infant’ s red
hair, claiming it was the sign of awarlock. Magnus had overheard her snide comment and his reaction
was the closest Celimus bdlieved hisfather had come to striking his mother. His parents had hardly
gpoken after that. They had never behaved as afamily might—esting together or playing together.
Magnus was absent as afather, preferring hiswar rooms, his soldiers, the hunt, and other manly pursuits.

But despite his caretakers striving to assure the boy that his mgesty had little time for anything but running
hisrealm, Ceimus knew hisfather avoided him. He watched other nobles making time for smple
pleasureswith their families and his mother’ swords rang true: his own father didiked him, hated them
both in fact, and deliberately choseto evade al contact with hiswife and his son.

It hurt. And Adanamade it her businessto prey on her smal son’s pain and turn it into her own weapon.
Her machinationsworked. The young Cdimus hardened histhoughts; the changeswereinitialy
subtle—he no longer asked whether he might see his father before going to bed or whether the King



might care to take aride with him sometime soon. Then they became more gpparent. One one occasion.
Magnus had sent a message that he would be joining them for supper. Celimus was absent, claiming a
stomach upset, but Adanaknew better and she regjoiced in his shunning of the King.

It was after the aggressive incident between his parents that Celimus felt compelled—and that he had
right on his side—to openly rgject hisfather. Watching the tall man’ s anger stoke so fast had frightened
him. His mother had falen to thefloor asif struck, though he knew hisfather had pulled the blow just in
time. She had shrieked and writhed on the flagstones of that courtyard before rising to cast afina cold
dur at the man she despised.

Cdimusremembered it well.
“I would rather die than have you touch me again, you pig!”
And the chilling, prophetic reply. “ Perhaps that can be arranged,” hisfather had said, just as coldly.

Celimus had not been the only onein earshot of the harsh exchange and so when the hunting accident
occurred not long after, it wasasmal legp for many who had heard the gossip. Anyone who knew
Magnus would refute the claim fiercely. Anyone who knew him well enough would know the man was
more than capable of such athing. Whether he had killed hiswife or whether it was an accident remained
atantaizing mystery to Cdimus. It was amatter never discussed and over the yearsit had become a
buried issue, as cold as the tomb that enclosed itsvictim.

Cedlimus never forgot it. however. It festered in his heart to become adark ball of hate he vowed to one
day hurl at the pig who sired him. He had heard his father openly threaten Adanaand from the day of her
death he had privately sworn to make hisfather pay. Asachild there waslittle more he could do than
remove dl contact and pretense at affection, even in public, from the King as best he could. Drawing on
memories of hismother, he became utterly cold and detached from Magnus, who. by the same token and
at the urgings of Fergys, had begun an dl-out effort to bring his son closer. But it wastoo late.

Too latefor thefather to give love. Too latefor the child to want it let alonewelcomeit. In ayoungster’s
warped way Celimus had linked the dways present Fergys Thirsk with wanting Adana dead and
maturing had not eased the young Prince' s attitude toward his father’ s closest friend. When the news of
Thirsk’ s passing had begun to filter through Stoneheart. Celimus had rejoiced at the old Generdl’ s desth.
He had hoped it would drive astake of pain so hard into hisfather’ s heart that he might die of the agony
and londliness. But now he was having to dedl with the hated seed of Thirsk’sloins.

And the son appeared to have the same qualities that the father had showed before him.

Now was a chance to stick another stake into hisfather’ ssde. Oh, he knew how hisfather loved Wyl.
Did Magnusthink him afool? Did he not think it waswrit al over his peasant face everytime he
encountered the flame-haired trol1? It mattered not to Cdimus that he did not chase hisfather’ s affection
but he would be damned if he'd alow the old man to love anyone. You don ‘t deserve it, he had often
raged slently at hisfather whenever he saw the pair of them together. | will not permit you that
pleasure, that sense of warmth in your last years. You denied it to me and then you destroyed the
only person who ever loved me. | shall do the same to you by destroying WAl Thirsk whom you
fawn over, he promised himsdf, amiling dyly toward the aging monarch.

Celimus had ddiberatdly never given the Thirsk lad a chance. From the moment of Wyl'sarriva at
Stoneheart, Ceimus had set about a campaign of destruction, hisintention to break Wyl’ s spirit and send
him running hometo Argorn. But so far thelad’ s keen desireto follow in hisfather’ sfootsteps was giving
him sufficient grit to withstand Celimus s cruel schemings. He did not care for the defiance that burned in
Wy’ s gaze either, that remained even when he was seemingly paying homage.



“I"d like to poke your eyes out Wyl, and wipe that didoya gaze from your ugly halfwit'sface,” hesaid to
himsdf. “One day | might just do that. Destroy your eyes, destroy you, destroy the pretty, spoiled
Ylena...” hetraled off ashe heard the bellsagain.

He smiled savagely at what the sound prompted in hismind. The Prince had heard the changein the bells
aday or so ago. Discreet inquiries had told him this afternoon was the right time to strike. He had only his
mother’ sreports to go on of how bruta the torture of awitch could be. He reveled in the thought that he
would finaly witness the brutdity she had hinted toward when he was a boy. Persuaded by his bigoted
mother, he hdd the view? that those who appeared to wield magic—not that he believed in it—should be
hunted down and executed. In truth Celimus cared nothing for witches or warlocks. Their kind had never
impacted on hislife and his generation had no belief in such folk, yet the idea of wringing confessons
using methods of torture from supposedly empowered people did interest him. It interested himin the
sameway it fascinated him to hear the screams when he bullied and hurt defenseless crestures such as
the palace dogs and cats. As ayoungster he had enjoyed listening to their pitiful criesfor release from his
minigtrations. He wondered if anyone knew how many corpses he had secretly buried, mostly inthe
midden hegps around Stoneheart.

He would have to sneak into the dungeon today, of course, but he was counting on no one having the
courageto ask aroyd Princeto leave—not now that he was aman and tall enough to look down on
most. No, hewould have afine afternoon’ s entertainment, not the least of which was dragging
thirteen-year-old Thirsk through what he hoped would be a shattering experience that would show up the
Generd for the cringing child he surdly was.

“I'll bring you down. Wyl Thirsk. | shdl crush you like overripefruit and then | will poison your family
name. And when I’'m King,” he muttered to himself, unaware that his words were becoming loud enough
for othersto hear, “I shal end the reign of the Thirsk ingrates as generads by—"

Hisrantings were interrupted by the arriva of the breathless page.
“Wel?" the Prince demanded.

The boy, sweating from both exertion and his nervousness of having to face the well-known temper of
the young heir, sammered that WYyl Thirsk was not to be found in Stoneheart.

Before Cdimus could explode the boy tremuloudy added, “But | have an ideawhere he might have
gone, my lord Prince.”

Celimus bent low toward the trembling child. “I don’t care where you have to go, you dullard, but you
find him and do it quickly!” he bellowed at the younggter. “Don’'t come back here without Thirsk,” he
ydled toward the retreating figure. “Or it will be your neck I'll snap!”

The boy fled.

Wyl was not so far away on this particular afternoon but had made himself scarce with Alyd Dondl.
Fortune had smiled upon him afew months after the meeting with the King. A new boy. the same age as
Wyl. had been brought into the group. He too came from a close family and because they were both
feeling asimilar emotiona didocation the boys became inseparable.

Wyl could tell that Gueryn had done everything within his power to encourage the friendship and had
goneso far asto include Alyd in his persond training with Wyl. But Wyl. much to hislament, now spent
long periods out of the yards and in tutoring with Cdimus.



Wyl had kept his promise to the King and made himsdlf as available as he could to Celimus but nothing
had changed in how they felt about each other. But he had forged the ability within himsdlf to smply
accept hislot. Hewould not join in with any of the mischief that the swaggering Celimus promoted and
yet, like ashadow, was never very far awvay. Wyl watched and WYyl protected wherever he could, often
warning Ceimus of impending discovery of hislatest scheme or diverting attention to prevent him from
being found out. It was not without its risks and it was obvious to him that Celimus was unaware of the
pact Wyl had forged with hisfather. He never promised he would like the heir, though, or even respect
him and Wyl could never fully suppress his smoldering contempt. Hisfriend Alyd warned that it showed.

“Tread carefully. Wyl. Hewill make you pay somehow.”
“I've saved hislot so many times.”

“For which he owes you nothing! Don't forget your place or the fact that your pact iswith the King
adone. Oneday Cdimuswill beKing...what will you do then?’

Wyl could not answer that pointed question. The notion of Cdimusruling Morgraviatwigted in hisgut al
too often. Kneeling to him, swearing loyaty to him—privately he wondered if he could ever do thisand
mean it.

Heknew hewas ugly to the heir’ s beautiful eyes. Cdimustook immense pleasure in reminding Wyl of his
plainness. Wyl had little choice but to accept the taunts with grace; he knew the Prince was, for once, not
lying in thisregard. Nevertheless the words stung. It was Alyd who aways helped him retrieve his sense
of humor and whenever the pair found time aone together explosions of laughter could be heard.

Wyl firmly believed Shar had sent a golden-haired angd to him in the shape of Alyd, for laughter had
beenrarein hislife a Stoneheart before hisarrival. Alyd' s sharp wit and easy style seemed perfect foils
for Wyl’ sremote, yet very direct manner, and where Wyl was brutally honest. Alyd had the gift of gilding
the lily, ways proneto exaggeration. Alyd's storytelling powers had become legend, evenin his short
time at Stoneheart; aminor event, such as Lord Berry’ swig dipping when the old fellow napped during a
council, took on gigantic, hysterica proportions when retold through the imagination of Alyd Dond.

Wyl loved Alyd for hisfriendship, his ability to make him laugh out loud, and for hisinterest in Ylena It
never bothered Alyd on the rare occas ons she tagged aong with them and he appeared to take as much
delight in entertaining her as Y lenadid in accompanying them. And while she was blossoming into the
same golden beauty her mother had once possessed, the boys had put on some height and bulk. Gueryn
had seen to it that if Wyl was not going to be especialy tal, then he would have strong physicd presence
that would impress hismen in yearsto come. He devised for Wyl and Alyd aspecid training routine that
worked on their boyish muscles, and the results were impressive aready.

“You'll bemy second, | promise,” Wyl said solemnly to Alyd asthey chewed on apples near the lake
that flanked Stoneheart. It was a free afternoon; the day was cold but the sun shone and both boys had
nothing better to do than lie on their backs, hidden from the castle’ sworld, and stare up at the sky,
making plans asthey dreamed of soldiering together in the Legion.

“How do you know they’Il dlow it?” Alyd replied.

Wyl snorted. “Whois‘they? | will be‘they,”” he said in arare show of arrogance. “1 am Genera of the
Morgravian Legion.”

“Titleonly.” Alyd corrected.

Wyl ignored him. “And in afew years. | will lead our army. My father had total control of the men. And |



will have only thosel trust as my Captains and Lieutenants.”

“But what if—" Alyd broke off as a disheveled and weary-looking page suddenly crested the hillock they
lay agand.

“Oh, what now?” Wyl muttered. “Ho, Jon!”

The relief was evident on the youngster’ sface. “Y ou’ ve got to come, Master Thirsk—he commands
yw'ﬂ

Wyl grimaced, resigned. He stood. “ The Prince?’

Jon nodded, till breathing hard from his exertions. “I’ ve been looking everywhere for you. HE sin ahot
temper, too.”

“Lovey—just how welike him,” Alyd said, grinning and standing aswell. “How did you find us anyway,
young Jon?’

The boy’ seyesflicked nervoudy at Wyl. “Y our sster. Master Thirsk. I'm sorry but | had to find you.”
“Thet'sdl right, think nomoreonit.”

“WEe I just run her through with our swords later,” Alyd reassured him.

Jon looked aghast.

“He sbeing witty, Jon. Asif hewould harm the girl heloves”

It was Alyd sturn to look shocked. He threw his apple core at hisfriend, then in ablink he knocked Wyl
backward and sent them both rolling down the hill with the poor page running after them.

“How dareyou!” Alyd accused, not sure whether to laugh or punch hisfriend.
“It'sobviousto ablind man, you fool.”
“She' snot even eleven, curseyou!”

“Y esand when you' retwenty, she'll be sixteen summers and equaly digible. Don't deny it, Alyd Dondl.
Y ou're starry-eyed over my baby sister. But | actualy approve—Ilucky for you.”

“I refuseto discussthis,” Alyd said but Wyl could see atreacherous red flush at his neck—a sure sign
that Alyd' s protestations were empty.

He grinned. And then noticed the trembling Jon. “ Shar forgive us! Sorry, Jon. I’'m coming. Lead the way.
Seeyou, Alyd—don't get into any trouble while I’ m away.”

“Watch your back, Wyl. HE s never up to any good.”

At sixteen the Prince’ s stature had undergone amagjor transformation and it felt to Wyl as though Cdimus
towered above him. making his own recent spurt of growth irrelevant. The Prince had broadened as well.
He was indeed breathtaking in looks, but spoiled by the scowl.

“Don’'t keep mewaiting like that again. Thirsk.”



“My apologies, your highness,” Wyl said, adopting hisusua politeness. “How can | asss?’ he added,
moving the conversation quickly forward. He knew from experience thet if he did not it would follow the
traditiona path of insult.

“You rewdl fortunate that | am in agood mood today.”

“I am glad of it, highness. How can | makeit brighter?” he said, amost smirking at his own sycophantic
manner. Alyd had taught him how to say something in asugary way while meaning something quite
different. Wyl had learned that this tactic worked well on Celimus who was too vain and preoccupied to
notice. Alyd would be proud of him.

“Back to your duties,” Celimus said to the page and Jon trotted off, happy to be away from the growls of
the Prince. Celimus returned his olive gaze to the lad his father had implored him to get closer to. He
sneered and Wyl wondered what wickednesslay behind it.

“Come dong, then.” Cdimus said chirpily. “I have aspecid treet for you.”
“Wherearewe going?’

“It' sasurprise, Wyl.”

Myrren’s bruises and cuts had begun hedling. She now sat shivering in the dungeons of Stoneheart.
where they had brought her days ago. The hunger pangs of near-starvation had recently settled into a
numbness. She had refused the deliberately sdty food they had thrown into the cell, knowing full well no
water would be offered later when her parched throat would scream for it. And after afew days of such
treatment the raging thirst would be enough to send one mad, asit had some poor soul afew cells down.
She wasthe only Stalkers' prey in the dungeon and thusinwardly accepted that she would offer the best

sport.

They were preparing her for the“tria” that would extract her eventua confession under torture. Myrren
could hear the mournful ringing of the bells and was haf-tempted to fal to the damp flagstones and writhe
about as witches were gpparently meant to.

That would soon brine them running, excited that she had been found out. It would save alot of pain, she
redized grimly. She could just confess and be done. They would kill her anyway, so why suffer more

than was necessary?

A smdl voiceinsde begged her to make it easy for hersdf Death was coming whichever way she looked
at it and it could either be amerciful end by fire after possibly days of agony, or sheimagined, it could be
swift and relaively painless, abrief confesson and a blade into the throat. Myrren thought of the flames.
They frightened her more than the notion of torture, which seemed harder to imagine. But she had no
trouble picturing hersaf bound and screaming as the fire melted and consumed her flesh.

The tria—as had been explained to her by atall, hook-nosed creature who had introduced himsalf as
Confessor Lymbert—had three categories. Lymbert, whose name Myrren had recognized with asinking
heart, preferred to call these categories * degrees.” The word made him smile each time he uttered it.

Myrren had dready undergone Lymbert’s so-called first degree. Apart from the permitted rape by one
of hisassstantsin which her virginity wastorn away from her, she had been stripped, bound, and flogged
infront of agroup of hooded men. They were presumably remnants of Zerques whom, she realized,
werefar moreinterested in viewing her naked body in pain than extracting anything more than her



helpless shrieks.

Myrren had aways bdieved that King Magnuswas not in favor of these fanatics, that he had crushed
them and their Order. Her parents had not shared her optimism. They had dwayswarned her to be
careful.

“It' syour eyes, my love.” her father would gently say. “ The zed ots will not see your beauty or hear the
intelligence of your words. They will see only the mismatch of your eyes and dl the old superdtitions will
rise up to frighten them.”

She had known since she was old enough to converse with others that she was different and was being
protected by her parents. Her mother had once confessed the constant anxiety she and her father held for
Myrren. She too had referred to her daughter’ s eyes and the old fear.

“Poke them out. then!” Myrren had once suggested angrily, much to her parents' dismay. She had not
meant to shock them but she wastired of the constant care she took to distract strangers from looking at
her full in the face. Tired of the scarves and shawls her mother insisted she wear when out and about.

It was never going to change. The fear was ancient and, though Morgravians were more enlightened and
even openly dismissive of the existence of magic these days, the need to privately ward against sorcery
still pervaded. Myrren wished she did possess the power to change the color of her eyes because she
had known the Witch Stalkers and their whigperings would hover around her for dl of her life. She
remembered how she had felt hollow after being so abrupt with the noble, sensing immediately that it
could lead to trouble—athough she was past caring once his unwelcome hand had dipped benegath her
skirts. His drunken bresth made her fed ill and his decrepit and desperate desires brought awave of
disgust. Her contempt showed in her rebuke. And now she was paying the price.

Nevertheless, she would give no satisfaction to these men.

And so after the first couple of licks from the whip, which brought her shrill objections, she had clamped
her teeth as hard as she could and uttered no further sound. She would give them nothing of herself, not
even her groans.

Another woman, far older than her, had received smilar treatment s multaneoudly and she had cried
throughout, begging for pity. She was accused of daying her husband but no one paid any attention to the
old burns, the bruises, the limbsthat had obvioudy been broken previousy and were now twisted. Here,
clearly, was awoman tormented by abrutal husband. It mattered not. In finding the courage to kill him,
she would now pay with her own life. The flogging had finally stopped and both women had remained
bent over barrels, inhaling whatever air they could drag into their lungsto steedy their trembling limbs and
shattered nerves. The pain from the bleeding welts on Myrren’ s back had been so intense and
al-consuming it became part of her. She had somehow been ableto absorb it and put it aside. Moments
later she had been turned and strapped to a post. She recdled ignoring the cloudy messages of pain from
her back asit had chafed against the rough timber. The men had then enjoyed watching her body, il
naked, from a different angle, but more importantly, she had been able to witness what was happening to
her companion.

They had obvioudy decided, Myrren deduced, that she should be saved for future entertainment—a
suspected witch, after such adearth, wasto be savored after al. Myrren had watched mournfully asthe
other woman had been dragged from her barrdl.

“Put her boots on,” Lymbert had commanded, bored with this one, and Myrren had closed her eyes. She
knew what was coming, for Lymbert had already taken sincere ddight in giving her aguided tour of this
torture chamber.



The sagging woman had been hauled jabbering toward a bench where she had been pushed into asitting
position.
“Bind her hands,” Lymbert had ordered.

“I beg you, Sr,” the victim had beseeched and Myrren had clenched her eyelidstight and had tried to
close off her hearing but could not. She knew there would be no mercy now, not for akiller...certainly
not for one who would not admit to murdering in cold blood.

Two specidly crafted vises had then been clamped around the woman’ sfeet. She had been till too much
in aswoon from the pain of her flogging to even realize that more pain was coming. Needlessto say it
had not taken too many twists of the crudl screwsto shatter the shin bonein one of her legs, at which
point the victim had screeched a confession, agreeing that she had in fact planned and then murdered her
husband without remorse. Myrren could tell that the Confessor had little interest in pursuing the truth,
particularly in the cases of common criminas. She understood that Lymbert did not view extracting
confessions from thieves, bandits, and murderers as his appointed duty. It seemed he wanted the old
woman dedlt with as quickly as possible, in order to pursue hisred interest—the annihilation of witches
and warlocks, what he cdled the curse of society. Myrren’ sfather had once shared arumor he had
heard that Lymbert’ s grandparents had been fervent Zerques. whose only daughter had supposedly been
killed by a suspected witch four decades previous. Asaresult, right from childhood Lymbert had
harbored a grudge against anyone who supposedly dedlt in matters of magic—and extended thisto
herbmen and herbwomen. whom he believed drew on devil craft for their healings. Fearful for their
daughter. Myrren’ s parents had gathered as much information as possible about the Confessor. Lymbert
was renowned for being so stringent in hisinvestigations that he never brought avictim to trial without
their conviction being a certainty—and Myrren knew it would have taken only one glance at her eyesfor
him to be sure of winning aconvictionin her case.

Myrren opened those same odd eyes now and fought back tears at the memory of the older woman’'s
terror. She remembered how Lymbert had turned and smiled directly at her as he watched the woman
put her mark to the confession and sent her away to die at the end of arope, no doubt. The message
Myrren received from that cold grin had been unmistakable. He was reserving her for much harsher
treatment. The woman had been carried off and not heard from again, presumably dispatched that same

day.

Lymbert’ s assistant, the same one who had used her body, had then untied Myrren, blowing hisfoul
breath into her face as he had whispered dl the other sexua obscenitieshewould liketo inflict on her. He
had deliberately let her fal when the bindings had come loose and had then savagely grabbed her by the
hair and dragged her back to her feet but still she had given none of those present the satisfaction they so
desperately wanted.

“Back to her cdll,” Lymbert had commanded, unmoved by her courage. “ The witch, Myrren of Baglup,
will undergo second-degree torture in three days,” Lymbert had proclaimed to all present. Then he had
looked &t her. “That should give you sufficient time, my desr, to lick your wounds’—he had chuckled
softly at hisjest—*and perhaps |oosen your tongue.”

So now she sat in the dungeon contemplating the next stage, when Lymbert and his henchmen would get
down to the real business of torture. Myrren was not sure whether it was day or night. The cell was
small, windowless and airless save whatever fetid air might leak up the corridor and through her bars.
She huddled herself on the ground, naked but for arough scrap of blanket crawling with biting insects.
Neverthelessit was dl she had and the young woman wrapped hersalf as best she could, turning away
from the doorway.



She thought of her parents but did not cry thistime—it seemed every pointlesstear had leaked from her
body. But then she thought of the black puppy and tears surged again. He had been a specid present and
had brought such joy. Myrren had called him Knave. He was abandoned now—she felt sure her mother
would not be of a gtate of mind to care about adog.

“I wish | could fight back,” she whispered. “If | wereawitch, I’d seek revenge.”
Thetears came for Knave and with them avoicein her head.

Fear not, my child. You are no witch but you will have your vengeance.

“Who speaks?’ she whispered, terrified, whipping her head around in the darkness.

| am Elysius, the man spokeinto her mind.

A few hourslater Myrren felt exhausted but at peace. She was amazed that she could think so calmly
about the inescapable traumathat lay ahead of her. Elysius had explained much. Now she understood.
He had urged her to be brave. She redlized she had no choice to be anything but courageous.

Lymbert and his henchmen were preparing to come for her. The Confessor had sent her some items of
clothing. Through hisaide heinsisted she wear them but she soon found out they were nothing more
sophiticated than a piece of rough cloth with aholefor her head, and another strip of fabric for abelt.
Myrren wondered if Lymbert had suddenly had a change of heart and would alow her amodicum of
dignity through her trial. But nothing about Lymbert’ s conduct so far could convince her that he
possessed any empathy for hisvictims. She dismissed her notion aswishful but gladly donned the
garment. In sudden inspiration she used the blunt spoon that sat amongst the congealed mess that passed
asfood in this place to scratch a message onto one of the stones. It made her fed defiant in these last
hoursof her life.

Myrren felt grateful that since hearing the voice of Elysius she had felt astrange numbness overtake her
body. Sherecaled his softly spoken words now, repegting them silently to herself.

They will hurt yon, my little one. But the pain will be minimized. | cannot save you but | will give
you the means to avenge your death. Hear me now, | give you a gift—and he had told her it dl.

Why can | not use this gift to save myself? she had asked into this strange void opened in her mind.
Because, child, they will burn you. It will not work. And he had explained why.

She had fought back the initia surge of hope as understanding dawned. He had spoken more but it was
of an intimate nature. She had heard his words, his explanation of who she truly was. Despite the shock
of it, she had loved him then for sharing the news and she had buried the information within. She would
not resurrect that joy and have it tarnished here by these proceedings.

Myrren of Baglup was no witch but she had agift to give that would unleash arelentless power until it
found the true target of her vengeance.

Myrren considered her torture now. Lymbert’ s choice would most likely be therack, for hiseyes had lit
up at its mention during her tour, and probably thumbscrews, which she had seen the Confessor amost
lovingly stroke when he had presented them to her.

But Myrren waswrong.



When they led her once again into the main torture chamber it seemed he had reserved something far
more specid for her. Many more people had gathered, including the smug Lord Rokan, invited no doubt
to savor the results of his connivings. In fact the room was crowded with men, none hooded thistime,
eager to witness her tria and the confession.

Wyl stood rigid next to Cdimusin the torture chamber. The men gathered were talking excitedly; some
jocular and afew voices raised in obvious anticipation of what wasto come. The Princejoined in the
animated conversations while Wyl scowled and made a poor attempt to mask his nervousness at being in
thisplace.

Cdlimus had taken him by surprise with thisjaunt. Wyl gathered he was here to withess something
unpleasant; he too had heard the bells and Gueryn’ s solid education told him what they meant. But he
had not yet put it together in hismind that he was present to see the torture of awitch. Even now asa
hush began to spread around the room, Wyl expected it would be the hasty confession of a crimina that
Celimus swarped mind felt he needed to see.

Of course he wondered why so many would be present but his anxiety prevented him from exploring that
notion. His question was answered when aman caled Lymbert announced himsdlf and the witch Myrren.

Her arrivd slenced the chamber and Wyl held his breath when he saw the attractive young woman raise
her head and chalenge her audience with acompelling gaze that saw most of the men clear their throats
and cast their eyestoward their feet. It was asmal win, Wyl felt, but he applauded her courage
nonetheless and he hoped it fueled her obvious resolveto die bravely.

Rough hands began to tear the flimsy garment from her body and Lymbert’ s seeming generosity fdl into
placefor thefalgty it was: he had inssted on her being robed only in order to make the theater of her
torture, beginning with nakedness, that much more drameatic for his audience. Wyl could not know this
but he did not need further reason to didike the man after watching theway helicked hislipsat her
nakedness and hel plessness.

Therentsin Myrren’ srobe revealed her body, just blossomed into womanhood, and the audience’ s gaze
no longer rested in discomfort by its collective feet but was drawn al too hungrily toward her bared skin.

A sguedling noise distracted them and Wy, together with the rest of the onlookers, glanced above where
astrange contraption was being lowered from the ceiling. His attention was quickly drawn back to
Myrren, whom he aso noticed did not give Lymbert the pleasure of her fear. She ignored both her
Confessor and the contraption, instead fixing her focus on Wyl.

He could not help but wonder what she thought of him with his crop of bright red hair atop aplain and
lightly freckled face, which he knew was heavily written with despair. His own unremarkable eyes were
riveted upon her. Not upon her bare flesh but on her own ill-matched eyes. He watched her expression
soften as she regarded him and she even dared the barest of smiles. He was so petrified on her behaf he
did not have the ability to muster even the hint of asmilein return.

Wyl heard Lymbert making some announcement to those gathered, who nodded and made sounds of
approval, led by her accuser, Rokan, but neither he nor Myrren paid attention. Wyl surmised she had lost
al notion of embarrassment a her nudity but from her grimace was perhaps more acutely aware of her
hands being tied tightly behind her.

A cleric was brought to absolve her of her snsand as she turned her gaze on him, Wyl watched the man
recoil at the Sght of her eyes. Nevertheless, he prayed to Shar’ s Gatherersto claim her soul and for that



Wyl was grateful.
“Thank you,” Wyl heard her utter to the cleric as he began his mournful prayer to guide her soul to Shar.

She looked over the short priest’ s bowed head, her attention drawn again to Wyl, who watched her gaze
shift now towards Celimus and who heard Myrren’s sharp intake of breath. Her captors probably
thought it was because they had just tested the ropes that bound her hands but Wyl was sure Myrren's
sound had escaped at the beauty of his companion and he hated Ceimus all the morefor having her
attention.

That same beautiful man leered at her nakedness and whispered something lewd to Wyl, who scowled
with disgust and blushed furioudy. Hitting hismark, Cdimuslaughed loudly and Rokan nearby joined in.

Celimus muttered, none too softly over the prayer, that the trial had been hisidea. People nodded and
grinned.

“And it was | who discovered the witch in thefirst place, my Prince,” Lord Rokan added, keen to be
included inthe praise.

Wyl saw Celimus scowl in Rokan' s direction and it seemed the middlie-aged noble considered it palitic to
remain quiet from here on and alow the young roya to have his moment.

“Have you anything to say?’ Lymbert’ s voice suddenly boomed to Myrren above the idle murmurings.
Apparently the priest had stopped his praying, not that Wyl had noticed.

He watched Myrren take a deep breath and look around her. “Yes,” shereplied. “Who isthat person?’
Lymbert stepped aside, taken aback by her odd question, and looked at those gathered. “Which one?’
Myrren ared at Celimus. “You.”

Wyl did not haveto look to know? it. He could fed the triumph emanating from Celimus and imagined the
amile gretching across hisface. Wyl felt disappointment knife through him that she had chosen the Prince
for recognition and he looked down while Cdlimus took astep forward, al easy grace and arrogant

Swagger.

“My lady,” he said, accentuating hiswords to ensure the insult could not be mistaken for genuine
politeness. “1 am Prince Cdimus.”

Wyl glanced toward her. Whether she was surprised to share such lofty company for her forthcoming
pain, he could not tell for she managed to keep her expression unmoved, her voice steedy. “1 understand
why the pig-fingered Lord Rokan would bring along his bruised ego and flaccid member for inflation at
my expense.” There was a series of audible gasps followed by snickers amongst the audience and Wyl
reveled in the high color suddenly on the cheeks of the noble who had brought about her ruin. “ But why,”
she continued, “would a Prince of the relm have any interest in this—" she swept her strange eyes
around the chamber—"“ mummery? For that’ swhat thisis, sire.”

Wyl watched the Prince grin and wondered whether it made Myrren’ s heart flutter asit did so many of
the young noblewomen of Pearlis.

“Lord Rokan'’ s flaccid member aside, madam, | am here in the name of education,” Cdimus replied and
then Wyl felt himsdlf grabbed by the Prince. He struggled but Cdimus held him firmly. “Thislad here has
never watched awitch confess before. Asheis soon to lead our great Legion and stand up as my
Champion when | am King, | fet it was my duty to expand his knowledge of Stoneheart’ sways, which



has been sadly lacking in hislife. HE' sa country bumpkin, you see”

Thistime Wyl twisted away angrily from Celimus’ s grip and shook his head vehemently so Myrren would
know his attendance here was forced. He remained slent, though, imploring the woman before him to
understand.

She nodded at Celimus but thistime her gaze rested on Wyl. “Thank you.” she offered and he knew she
understood. “ Do what you will, Lymbert. You'll get no confession from me.”

“Feaigty.” Cdimussaid, running histongue over hislips. “Pity she had to be broken so. | would have
bedded her first and loosened her mouth by adifferent sort of torture.” Everyone around him laughed
loudly again, led by Lord Rokan aiming to ingratiate himself to the crow® once more after the young
woman's heinous accusation.

Wyl, helplessto stop thisterror unfolding, saw the confessor step forward. Therewasasparklein
Lymbert’seyes. “Myrren, may | introduce you to the Dark Angd. It'smy favoriteinstrument. I'd like to
take afew momentsto explain how it works, if you please.” Hewas dl graciousness now, enjoying the
chance to show off hislatest contraption of pain. “Y our hands are tied behind you for areason and now
my assigtant is attaching the Ansdl to your bound hands. When | give the word, those three men over
there” he said, pointing, but Wyl cheered slently that she refused to look, “will usethat pulley to hoist
you aoft so you will fly like an angdl, your arms outstretched backward likewings.” he said, enjoying
himsdf. “Now, Myrren, it'sat that point we Il al enjoy hearing your arms didocating. My favorite
sound.” Hedll but shivered with delighted anticipation. “And did you notice the hundred-pound weights,
my dear? Well, as you can see—if you would only look—they are attached to your feet now and they, of
course, will do their best to fight the Angel to prevent your body leaving the ground, thereby asssting us
in didocating your hip joints. Oh, glorious agony! Incidentally, we have decided to bypass the somewhat
tedious second degree and go Straight to the third to save time and agreat dedl of pointless screaming. |
hope that’ s agreeable to you?’ He laughed jovidly and everyone except Wyl joined him.

Myrren turned her face away.

“Oh, and, Myrren,” he added, “1 nearly forgot—how careless of me. | thought I’d throw inwhat | liketo
cal Dark Angd Swoops for good measure. Perhaps you don't know what that is? It' sthe most exquisite
auffering | think | could possibly inflict without actudly drawing blood. Thisiswhen wewill let go of the
Angd’ sropes—just momentarily—and you, of course, my dear, will fall from the sky. But oh—and this
isthe good bit—my men will suddenly hdt that swoop to the ground by grabbing the rope and you just
can’'t imagine what torment that’ s going to mean for those suffering sockets and limbs, long past their pain
barriers. Now, do be agood girl and confess after the first flight and drop because you should know that
by law | have another threetimesto inflict it. It will hurt agreat deal more by the fourthand | do think it's
more noble to die by the flames than hanging dead and broken on the ropes, don’t you?’

Thistime Wyl wanted to applaud loudly when she spat a him. but he held his composure watching her
turn her back to her tormentor in alast show of defiance. It was but a momentary triumph.

“Hoist the witch—let’ swatch the Dark Angd fly,” he said vicioudy and his henchmen obeyed, hauling on
the rope attached to apulley.

Wyl fdt his ssomach contentslurch into histhroat as he heard the inevitable and sickening sound of
Myrren's shoulders capitulating amost immediately. Asthefirst of her limb sockets popped, Wyl's
midday meal burst onto his boots but few paid him any attention, except Celimus, who pushed him aside
to avoid being splattered.

The Prince was laughing, though, and Wyl knew Cdimuswasreveling in Wy’ s obvious squeamishness



at watching awoman suffer.
“Trust you're enjoying my surprise. Generd,” he growled for Wyl’ shearing only.

Thiswaswhat he had wanted, Wyl knew, to findly unsettle his Champion-to-be into humiliating himsdif.
It was true that plenty of other watcherslooked away or retched at the hideous sound of her shoulders
releasing their arms but only Wyl s discomfort counted for Celimus.

No onein that room heard Myrren utter asound.

They dropped Myrren time and again that afternoon, al the while demanding she confess hersdf awitch
and failing. For severa periods she gppeared unconscious, presumably from the torturous pain. Wyl
could not comprehend how sheresisted, for he felt weak from her trauma. He felt sure many were quietly
in awe of the courage it took to repel such an assault, for none would be able to imagine the level of
punishment her body withstood.

Lymbert, coolly detached, expertly revived Myrren on each occasion with strong smelling saltsand a
dousing of freezing water. Still her mouth wasfirmly closed to any sound, athough every other opening of
her body dackened with the shock of her trauma, and if she were able, Wyl thought she might have even
derived some satisfaction from the effect her loosened muscles had. Initialy the chamber had smelled of
men’s sweat and lust. Now it smelled like a cesspit and afew experienced trid attendees held perfumed
linensto their noses.

Knowing thiswas atest of his own nerves but aso frozen with fear a what this young woman endured,
Wyl remained as till now as one of the statues of Stoneheart. He had conquered the second wave of
nausea and panic, fighting back the sour bile. Now he would conquer hisfear and be like her; he would
not capitulate.

Wyl understood why Cedlimus had brought him. It wasto show” him up as a child, a pretender to his
father’ stitle. Well, he would not permit Cdimusto succeed in this humiliation. Ignoring the stench of his
own soiled boots, helifted his chin and stared at the closed eyes of Myrren, his own new bedrock of
determination derived from her refusa to succumb to their demands.

Lymbert had his victim pulled higher so that the weights attached to Myrren’ s aready distended legs and
arms could stretch them further. He was satisfied to hear her ankles and ebows give up their resistance.
Now every mgjor joint was |oosened from its socket and severa inches were added to her height, some
wit acknowledged.

Naked, broken, and surely dying, shewas till true to herself, Wyl redized. He now would prove himsdlf
to be just astrue to the name of Thirsk. He was no coward and, athough thiswas a shocking, intensaly
barbaric scene, he would not let himsdf down again.

As her eyes opened once more at the dousing of chilled water, they seemed to search for his, and in that
moment he felt connected to Myrren. Together, united by their persona despair, they would get each
other past thistorment. It might be a childish view, he thought, but he was somehow convinced she knew
he was staying strong for her. Her time was short—that much was obvious—and he promised himsdf he
weuld see her through to her end without turning his head again.

Look at me only, Myrren, he willed. But she closed her strange and exhausted eyes once again. He
wished she was dead but knew otherwise as she retched for the umpteenth time from her agonies, her
thin framework of ddlicate bonesin stark relief benegth stretched skin.

She had endured the four mighty drops. Lymbert had begun to scream at her to confess, seemingly



demented with his desire to overpower and win this admission from her. Redizing she had somehow,
impaossibly, won, he looked around wildly and then ran toward one of the braziers, surprising the man
tending it. It was obvious that the Confessor could not afford to fail in wringing aconfesson from the girl,
particularly with the Prince in attendance. Wyl could tell that Lymbert had been unprepared for the roya
presence; perhaps he had not experienced such an important audience in hiswork, and having sensed the
cruelty smoldering in hisrega guest, the Confessor intended to display thefull breadth of hisskills.

Wyl watched with horror as the man grabbed a nearby glove and picked up apair of white-hot pincers
from the cods. Tearing the flesh from victims boneswas surely not Lymbert’ sfavorite practice but all
present could see that there was no other way he might prevail in this battle of wills. Lymbert had already
explained that no one resisted the Dark Angel or her swoops yet here was brave Myrren, her fourth drop
completed and till adamant.

Wyl s pride surged as did his anger. He had status here, no matter how young he was. Do something,
he slently screamed at himsdlf.

Reaching for the pae flesh of Myrren, who was hanging unconscious once again, Lymbert was stopped
by aloud command into the now brittle atmosphere of the torture chamber. The crazed Confessor turned
around, scanning for its owner, hisface amask of fury.

“Y ou will put those down.” Wyl repested. “ She has suffered enough punishment by your hand, sir, and
she has survived thefour lega drops.”

“Andwho in Shar’sName areyou to give me orders?’ Lymbert sneered, gathering hiswits.

Wyl felt hisrage focus on this crud man. And the white flash of anger couraing through him suddenly
made him fedl stronger, bigger than he knew he was. Even his voice suddenly sounded deeper ashe
faced down the torturer.

“l' an Wyl Thirsk. You' d do well to remember that name, Confessor. It belongs to someone with the ear
of our King and | will recount al that | have witnessed here today and the law you are about to break if
you do not end this procedure now. Our King would not permit you to step beyond the legal boundaries.
Thetrid isover. Let her die”

Celimus stepped in, the ever-present grin across his mouth, and was about to take charge of proceedings
when something dangerousin Wyl’ s glare scopped him.

“Your highness,” Wyl said. “With respect, | believeit undermines your statusto witnessthese
proceedings any further. Asyour protector | insst we get you away from this place.”

Celimus was shocked as Wyl knew hewould be. All eyeswere on the Prince now. If he remained he
would certainly appear the sadistic roya voyeur—as Wyl had cleverly insnuated. He could not risk thet.

“Of course, you areright, thank you, Thirsk. | had no ideait would be so ugly,” helied, amurderous
look in hiseyes. “Lymbert, do as he says: bring her down. Incidentdly, let me introduce Generd Thirsk
of Morgravia”

“But...but heisamerelad, sire,” Lymbert spat.

“Young, yes,” Wyl countered, not allowing Ceimusto answer on hisbehaf. “But my name carries weight
where yours never will unlessyou consider ‘traveling butcher’ amemorabletitle. Do asyour Prince
commands. Lower her!”

It was an audacious order coming from the red-headed youth. Watchers muttered to one another but



none challenged him outwardly asit was obvious the lad was with the Prince.

AsMyrren was lowered, Celimus shouldered hisway through the onlookers but not before whispering to
Whyl: “Therewill beareckoning for this”

It was as he expected and Wyl sighed, pushing the Prince' s threat from his mind, for the woman needed
him. Wyl watched the Prince leave and then to Lymbert’ s disgust he demanded a cup of water be
poured from a pitcher. He knelt by Myrren and after gently lifting her head he dribbled atrickle of it into
her throat. Her lids fluttered open and somehow she mustered a smile that touched her oddly colored

eyes.
“I'mWyl” wasdl he could say.

“I know.” she croaked through her cracked lips, bleeding from where she had bitten them. “1 shal return
your kindnesswith agift, Wyl. It will avenge me.” Her voice was no more than awhisper.

What could you possibly give me? he thought as her eyes closed once again.

“She' stor the flames now, Thirsk,” one of the dungeoners growled.

He had no choice but to let them drag her limp body away.

“When?” Wyl demanded of Lymbert. He had decided the man deserved no courtesies.

“Notimelikethe present,” the Confessor replied and rediscovered histhin smile.



Chapter 4

The column of people scrambled out of the city to get agood view of the Witch Post on the hillock
where they held the burnings. Some remembered the last burning, but most of the youngsters had no idea
of the horror they would witness. Public executionsin Morgraviawere usudly swift. Thiswas apeople
forged from atough, warring background and they had no need for theatrics. Any noble sentenced to
death had head and body separated by a quick-faling sword; those of lower caste fell to the axe.
Criminals convicted of acrime lesser than murder or treason were hung, and in such casesthe King
favored the drop method. It was brutd but merciful. He did not believe in death as an entertainment.
Unfortunately, the very rarity of awitch-burning turned it into a public spectacle.

Traditionaly, the Zerques had promoted afestival atmosphere for aburning and athough the open
celebration of death had long been wiped out there remained a strong sense of theater. Lymbert’s Witch
Stakersddiberatdy played off the harmless superdtitions of the people, making warding sgnsasthey led
the procession up the hill. Many onlookers were bemused to realize that gestures they often performed
without thinking—such as crossing their index and third finger should they inadvertently pass someone on
aflight of sairs—wererooted in the ancient belief that such asign in the vicinity of awitch would prevent
the devil entering your body.

For the mgjority of Morgravians, their interest in viewing a proven witch semmed from plain curiosity,
but there were dtill those in Pearlis—wedthy older folk—whose fear and loathing of magic was very
redl. Lymbert was counting on thisto convince his audience that thiswoman was adanger. Hewould fan
the flames of those fears and watch them erupt into adesire to see the witch suffer as she burned.

Wyl’s mood was as bleak as he could ever remember. With his mother’ s desth and more recently his
father’ s passing, his deep sorrow had been like a darkness over him and he had never felt more aone.
But thisturn of eventsinvolving the young woman called Myrren provoked in him a pure and seething
rage... an anger he never thought he was capable of. And as dways Cdimus was a theroot of his
problems. If not for the Prince, Wyl might be none the wiser about Myrren.

Alyd caught up with him. The news of Wyl’s stand-off in the torture chamber had obvioudy traveled fadt.
“Isthiswise?’ he asked carefully, knowing how determined hisfriend could be.

Wyl stopped short. “Y ou needed to be there to know why | do this.”

Alyd' s gaze narrowed. “Do what exactly?’

“Y ou wouldn’t understand.”

“Why not?’

Wyl shrugged, the rage cooling to a hard determination. Gueryn had alwayswarned him to harness wrath
and unleash it only when he had it under control. He fdt it was histo use now. Hisvoicewas brittle. “It's
too hard to explain.”

People jostled past them and in the distance Wyl could see Gueryn striding purposefully toward where
they stood. Alyd noticed him too. Time was now very short, for he knew Wyl would say nothing morein
front of hismentor.



“Tell mequickly. Let meunderstand,” he urged.

“I need to shareit with her,” Wyl blurted, rubbing a hand through hisflame hair.
“Sharewhat?’

“Her death. | can’t describe it any better.”

They both glanced toward the grim-faced Gueryn, now only afew strides away.
“Why?Y ou can't do anything for her!”

“Sheneedsme’ wasal Wyl could say and then the shadow of Gueryn fell over them.

“What happens here. Wyl?" There was no trace of emotion in the man’ svoice. Not agood sign. It was
often easier when Gueryn was stirred to raise hisvoice.

Wyl told histale as smply as he could, sticking to the factsin soldier fashion, as he had been trained. “I
was forced to accompany Celimus to watch the torture of awoman accused of being awitch.”

Gueryn sighed. | gather.”

“Shewouldn’t confess, didn’t even utter asingle sound of protest.” he continued. “ Confessor Lymbert
made her go straight to the third stage. They dropped her four times using a contraption called the Dark

Angd”

Wy!l could see the confusion on Alyd' sface and the inevitable question springing to hislips but Gueryn
must have seen it too, for he prevented it with his own comment. “I have only witnessed such athing
onceinmy life. I only wish that | had been around to spare you of such athing.”

Wyl looked down. “1 survived. Shewon't, guilty or otherwise.”
“I heard that you assisted her.”
“A dpof water.” Wyl shrugged.

Gueryn nodded. He had heard dl of this from someone who had been present. “ That was noble of you,
boy. So why are you here now?’

Wyl stayed quiet. It was Alyd who answered. “He says he wants to share her death.” He looked back at
hisfriend with an gpology in his eyes and could see none was necessary. Wyl would forgive him anything.

Their attention was diverted to the main party bringing the accused.
“Here she comesl” Wyl exclaimed and made a move towards them.

“Leaveit done, lad.” Gueryn said, grabbing hisarm and spinning him back. “1 felt similarly when | had to
watch awoman suffer. | felt | should do something to help her but it was useless. They're going to burn
her in spite of you.”

Wy’ s gaze consdered Gueryn coolly. “1 know.”

His expression was now as serious and determined as any his father would strike when he had made a
major decision. It was clear he would not be moved. “ She needs to know that when she dies here today
that her death iswitnessed by at |east one person who disagreeswith it.”



It sounded like an accusation. Gueryn let go of hisarm. He and Alyd watched Wyl draw up dongside the
cart and cdll to the dumped figureit carried.

“I thought they paraded convicted witches,” Alyd queried.

“Normadly, yes, but not if they’ ve survived the Dark Angel,” Gueryn answered, “and it would be nigh
impossible after her swoops.”

“Oh...isthat when they rip dl the limbsfrom their sockets?’ Alyd asked, unableto quell his eagernessto
learn dl the bleak details of torture.

Gueryn answered absentmindedly, more intent on watching Wyl. “ After what I’ ve heard they’ ve done to
that poor girl, they'll be lucky if she can do any morethan lie a the burning pole. Come, lad, if he's
determined to seethis, we must stay close. | fear it will be hisundoing.”

Wyl was dready abrisk wak away, so histwo friends did not hear the exchange between him and the
torturer.

“Cometo say your farewell?” Lymbert asked Wyl.

“Cometo seethat you treat this woman with the respect she deserves,” he answered.
“Respect! A witch?” The Confessor was amused.

“Not proven, Lymbert. Y our vile tortures won nothing from her.”

“Watch yoursdlf, boy. | know who you are but your rank counts for naught with me when | am about my
busness”

“That may be so, Confessor,” WyI replied, scowling at thetitle, “but officidly those are my men behind
you escorting this charade and | could disrupt affairsjust as easily aslet them take their course.”

Wyl knew Lymbert regarded him with pure hate, although he was wise enough not to show too much of
such an expression on hisface.

“Have acare, Confessor.” he added. “Do it right. Whereisthe samarra she is supposed to wear?’
“For someone so squeamish, you appear to know agreat deal about the formalities of witch trias.”

The barb did not work. Celimus s taunts had ensured Wyl was well used to ignoring insults. Insteed he
glared. “I ananoble' sson. ar. | anwell read.” Wyl suddenly sounded years older.

Lymbert stepped away to order one of his men to fetch the specia cloak. He carried asamarrawith him
ashetravelled therem but it was rarely seen. Ancient law required that the victim be burned wearing
the samarra. which was believed to entrap evil humors emanating from the witch’ sflesh. The cloak bore
adesign of flames and dancing devils, with the Zerque sigil of aslver star to denote purity in the face of
debauchery and evil. It was crafted by a specid tailor, who needed roya assent to produce this garment.
In ancient times, the cloak itself was consdered enchanted and dangerous, and as such no other tailor
could be granted permission to touch it. Lymbert redlized thiswould be thefirst occasion for itsuse and
grumbled at the price he calculated he would need to replace it. He stalked away from the upstart
“Generd” and awaited hisman.

“Myrren,” Wyl caled gently, trotting now aongside the cart, knowing he had but moments. “Myrren!”

Her eyes opened to dits. He watched her sore lips mouth his name. Shetried to say something but he



could not hear. He smiled, trying to convey his care, not knowing what to say. There were no words of
comfort that could begin to touch what she had endured or would still endure before she met her god.

Wyl reached to her hand and touched it gently, casting aslent prayer to Shar to send his Gatherersfor
her soul and make her end quick. Then her minders pushed him aside asthey arrived on the hillock. A
single post had been buried into the ground, rising up to stand taler than the tallest of men. Around it
were placed baes of straw. It was asharply bright afternoon with few clouds. A breeze ruffled
everyone' shair and the more wily onlookers took the hint and moved upwind of the promised smoke.

“Generd, if you please?’ Lymbert said with aforced politenessthat wasal underlying insult. “We have a
witch to burn.” He hurled the highly decorated samarraat her.

She could not support hersdlf, and so Lymbert’s men. with no care for her suffering, pulled the cloak
over her naked body before taking her by her stretched and broken limbs and throwing her toward the
Witch Post.

“No point in tying her, Confessor, sheain’t going anywhere,” one commented.

The people near the front of the crowd dared a nervous laugh. Lymbert smiled indulgently and nodded as
apriest might to hisflock. He stood on a hay bale and began reciting the list of terrible acts Myrren was

supposedly responsiblefor.

Gueryn grunted and muttered. “| see they make it no easier for her.”
“What do you mean?’ Wyl asked.

“The bushels are damp to ensureadow burn.”

WyI did not reply but his expression darkened further as he gripped the small sack he carried with him.

The accusations done, Lymbert had nothing further to say other than to acknowledge that the accused
woman had not confessed to being awitch.

“However, you can dl view her eyes—asill-matched apair asyou'll ever see” He made agesture and
one of hismen pulled up thelids of Myrren’seyesto reved the disturbing facts. Those closest peered
obediently and made warding signs. “Might | add,” Lymbert continued, “the mere fact she has survived
four flightswith the Dark Angel proves conclusively that shewiddsevil power.” Thecity’sbdlstolled
their dour clangor again—anew series of peals that announced the burning was about to commence.

Myrren had not moved since they threw her among the kindling. Thiswas not what Lymbert wanted for
his spectacle. The people had waited along time for aburning and this wretch was determined to ruin the
event. He noticed not a single noble was present, barring the lippy redhead and his hangers-on. Not even
Lord Rokan wasin attendance. It irritated Lymbert that he was performing for commoners; heignored
the smdl voicein hishead that whispered that it was only they who might take him or the dlaim serioudy
enough to be impressed.

He caled to hishenchmen. 1 suspect our fancy cloak need not burn with the witch.” he said and
chuckled, inviting al the onlookersto join him. Like sheep, they followed, unconcerned that in the
absence of the samarrathey might be infected by evil humors. Unlike their ancestors, who truly believed
in the power of witchcraft, the majority of onlookers viewed the burning with curiosity. A few older
members of the crowd made awarding gesture, but their mutterings were ignored.



The samarra, which had covered the girl, was wrenched away, leaving her naked once again.

That should spice things up a little, Lymbert thought to himsdlf, pleased with the effect her broken but
gtill strangely desirable body had on the menfolk. He was especidly glad that the red-headed youth had
not protested at the cloak being removed, although it surprised him. It seemed the young man’ s attention
was diverted to asack hewas holding. Lymbert cared not. “Burn her!” he commanded.

And then there it was again, that damnable voice.

“Wait!” Wyl yeled, surpriang Gueryn and Alyd, who flanked him. He stepped away from them. “Myrren
of Baglup has not confessed to being awitch. She remains only accused and convicted. Shewill die by
the flames, yes, but she will die with the dignity she has shown throughout her ordedl.”

Wyl lifted out a shirt from the sack he carried.

Lymbert heard a sound and glanced behind him. “Asyou will, Generd Thirsk,” the Confessor responded
through gritted teeth. At least his expensive cloak was spared.

A group of the King' s private soldiers moved briskly toward them on horseback. Amongst them he saw
the unmistakabl e figures of Magnus and Celimus. So that was why Lymbert conceded so fast. Men
immediately bowed low and the womenfolk curtsed, taken by surprise that their soverelgn was present.
Magnus said nothing but hisface was grim, hisjaw clenched.

If you don't like it, stop it, my King! Wyl begged inwardly. But Magnus only nodded once as he and
his men continued on. passing by within twenty feet of the crowd. Ceimus' s expression was dark with his
own anger but he managed asmirk at Wyl. It was Wyl s only consolation in this disturbing day thet
Cdlimuswas clearly not going to be permitted to witness the burning. Perhaps his father had forbidden it.
One could only hope. How these people could watch something like this—and cheer over it—eluded
him.

It made him think of how. asaredm, they poked fun at the Mountain Dwellers, accusing them of being
nothing more than barbarians. His father had cautioned him at leveling that tag so loosdly.

We are the barbarians, Wyl thought, to still be persecuting hel pless women in this way. Peasants!
Just like Adana claimed. He looked around at the folk of Pearlis, out for some excitement. There were
no nobles present, he was glad to note. Many in the crowd were youngsters, who had never seen a
witch-burning before, and so he found it within himsdf to forgive them their gawking.

TheKing sarriva had broken the spell. People looked suddenly uncomfortable and Lymbert felt himself
lose control of his specid event. He grimaced as Wy, rising from his obeisance to his sovereign, walked
over to the girl and placed the damp shirt across her body.

Wyl whigpered something again to her and she heard him, raising her face toward the one person who
had shown her tenderness.

“My dog. Knave. Promise me you will keep him,” she croaked.

“| swear it to you.” Wyl said, bewildered a her concern for abeast when her own life was about to be
obliterated.

At hisresponse she smiled and her torn, twisted body seemed to relax.



“Farewd|, Wyl. Fear not my gift.”

Wyl nodded once, wondering why he should be afraid of adog. He returned to stand dongside his
companions, feding that he had done dl that he could for thiswoman.

Gueryn muttered under his breath, “I see you' re well ahead of the Confessor, boy.”

“ She' ssuffered enough,” Wyl murmured back.

“What are you both talking about?” Alyd whispered, helplessy mesmerized by the torchesbeing lit.
“You'll see” Gueryn replied. “Good work, Wyl.”

The torches touched the dry kindling. Immediately the twigs began to burn and Wyl saw Lymbert smile,
smug in the knowledge that the straw would be along time in the burning, his plan being that Myrren's
throat would scorch and her insdes dry out from inhaling the smoke long before her body would be
consumed by the flame.

He watched the confessor take the comforting cup of winethat one of his assistants had poured from a
clay flagon and heard the hateful man complain: “ Such thirsty work, thisburning.”

As Lymbert tipped his head to take a gulp of the wine, his attention was grabbed by the sudden whoosh
of flames around Myrren.

A spark had landed on the shirt Wyl had placed over her to protect her modesty and the tiny flame had
caused thelinen to ignite. Myrren. her body aflame now, struggled to Sit up. Predictably, shefailed. Wyl
watched for Lymbert to search him out—the cursed boy—now that he realized that Wyl had doused the
shirt with lamp oil. Wyl looked away. His eyeswere only for Myrren now. Her lovely hair caught dight,
shriveling about her asflames reached out to lick at her pretty face and through it dl Wyl noticed her
eyes...those arresting oddly matched eyesthat found his gaze and locked onto it. She began to tremble
as her flesh burned freely now, the ail clinging to her body and helping the flames do their work. Her face
was charred, her teeth bared in agrimace of agony but till her eyesheld hisin afinal embrace of desth.

Wyl heard her words again in hismind. Fear not my gift.

Now Myrren did findly vent her anger and despair. At last Lymbert heard her voice and hereveled in
her agony.

And at the sound of her find, chilling scream, Wyl Thirsk, Generd of the Legion, felt a strange sensation
overcome him. It was neither painful nor pleasant but it was keen and pressing. It devoured him. Theniit
changed into a sharp, splintering agony and Wyl fdt as though he waslosing his breath—his ability to
bresthe, in fact. He closed his eyes and bared histeeth againgt it, unaware of anyone around him, hearing
only the piercing sound of her scream. When her voice ended abruptly WyI lost hiswits, collapsing into
an al-encompassing darkness. A few people watched him fal to the ground, including Lymbert.

“Some Generd,” he commented, eager to get afina and powerful thorn driven into Wyl'simage.
“Imaginehimin bettle”

A butcher nearby agreed. “No stomach for death, that one. He should come and work in the
daughterhouse with me. We' Il toughen him up.”

Gueryn and Alyd pulled Wy’ slimp body away from the grim scene and the smoke. A shocked Gueryn
ordered Alyd to find water immediately. His stunned companion wasted not a second.



“Wyl, my boy. Wyl! Come on now, lad.” The older soldier pulled back Wy’ s lids and was mortified to
seethe pupils dilated so large that there was no color in hiseyesat dl.

Gueryn looked up anxioudy for Alyd. His glance landed on a painfully thin boy, scrawny and grubby.
The sméll done emanating from him was powerful enough to make the hardiest person gasp but in his
outstretched hand was a bladder of water.

“It'sfresh, dr,” the boy said. “And clean. | fetched it just an hour ago from the well.”

Gueryn cast asde his doubts and took the water. He threw some of it over Wyl’ sface and hair before
trying to pry open hismouth and get some of it into Wyl’ sthroat.

“Hewill bedl right, won't he, Sir?’ the boy asked, hisface amask of worry.

The soldier did not answer, his attention distracted by the muffled groan of Wyl coming back to
CONSCiOUSNESS.

“Ah, lad, you scared me.”

WylI's eyelids fluttered open and Gueryn, horrified by what he saw, sat down hard on the ground in a
new wave of shock.

Wyl shook his head to clear the blur. “What?’
“Look at me, boy,” Gueryn said, hisvoicefilled with dread.

Alas, the feverish gaze before him was still burning brightly from apair of eyesthat were bewitching
indeed—one a penetrating gray, the other an arresting green, with flecks of warm brown.

Wyl closed hisill-matched eyes as Alyd hurried to his Sde, pushing away the smal boy whose water had
helped revive hisfriend.

“Help me get him out of here,” Gueryn ordered, too shaken by what he had witnessed to give further
explanation.



Chapter 5

Alyd Dond could not keep the smile from hisface. It had been his companion since sixteen-year-old

Y lena Thirsk had accepted his proposal of marriage. He had been patient; six years of absence from his
beloved family in Felrawthy had been made |less painful partly because of hisfiercely loya friendship with
Wyl Thirsk but mainly because there was Ylenato love. There had never been anyone esefor him since
the day hisred-headed companion had introduced him to hisexquisite Sster. The strong urge Alyd felt to
protect this beautiful creature had surprised him, not that he was such achampion. Ylenahad her
seemingly fearless brother and the ultimate protection of apowerful King; she had no need of his sword
and yet even as a bashful twelve-year-old, confirming the promise of the handsome woman she would
become, Y lenahad sought out his company. It seemed, even at that age, there was no one elsefor her
either. Still, her shy nod and gentle tears prompted by his proposa had sparked such surprise and intense
joy for him that he could not imagine life could ever get any happier than now. Y lenawould make the
prettiest of al brides. Not wanting to wait amoment longer than they had to, they had set a date that
alowed barely enough time to make dl the necessary forma announcements, let done preparationsfor a
nobles wedding.

Generd WYyl Thirsk, ashead of hisfamily, had not hesitated to give his permisson; in truth, he'd
wondered why they had taken so long to ask. Out of courtesy Alyd had spoken with Gueryn, who was
equaly delighted. Findly, Alyd' sfamily messenger from Felrawthy had brought the news granting
immediate blessng. The Duke and Duchess were ddlighted to hear that their youngest son’sbride had a
strong connection to the royas and came from such loyd Morgravian blood.

Now, with Wyl at hisside, Alyd sought an audience with the King. It wasfitting that the sovereign give
hisforma agreement to this marriage, as Y lend sfather had entrusted Magnus with the task of making
her agood match. The Donals of Felrawthy were an old family with aproud history and loyal to the
throne. Therewould be no question that the King would give his blessing to the union between his closest
friend’ sonly daughter and the son of one of his most supportive Dukes.

Magnus, now feding the weight of hisyears, welcomed two of hisfavorites, smiling indulgently at Alyd's
excitement as the young man slammered out his request, not as used to meetings with the sovereign ashis
red-headed friend.

Over wine and wafersthe trio chatted in the King' s private garden. For an old warrior and aman who in
younger years had reveled in hard, outdoor pursuits, Magnus showed a particular tendernessfor his
prized blooms. In these past years of peace, which allowed for his constant presence in Pearlis, the
garden had flourished under his careful touch. It wasto be part of hislegacy. Heleft the rest of
Stoneheart’ sformidable grounds to histeam of gardeners but thiswalled square of color wasdl hisand
the two young soldiersindulged the old King as he spoke fondly of hislatest prize.

“Canyou creditit!” he said with amazement. “A blue nifella, normally found only in the northern climes of
theredm.”

The soldiersgrinned. 1t meant little to them but how the King had encouraged it to grow in the milder
climate of Morgravia had everyone with a green thumb baffled.

He smiled over hiscup. “Y ou youngsters make me fed envious.”

“Sre?” Alyd queried.



“Look at you both. Fine specimens of Morgravians,” he said, reserving aspecia glance for Wy,
knowing how hisyoung Genera suffered such insecurity over hislooks and eture. “I envy you your
energy and youth.” he added.

Wy! grinned and as he did so Magnus saw that the boy had disappeared. All the round softness had been
absorbed and hardened. Before the Kins sat aman and one who reminded him achingly of hisold friend.
Musclesfairly bulged on Wyl’ s stocky frame and the carrot-colored hair was now his signature rather
than his curse. His soldiers jested that they would never have need of a standard for their Genera—they
would just scan the battlefield for the head of flame. His freckles had withered beneath the sun’ sglare,
the toughening of the skin and the stubble of manhood. He had not grown especidly tall but then neither
had Fergys Thirsk, Magnus silently acknowledged, yet both were formidable soldiers and |eaders of

men. Apart from hisown son, he could not imagine asingleindividud a Stoneheart who could hold a
candleto the fighting prowess of Wyl Thirsk.

He had proven himself adoughty soldier and deserving owner of thetitle of Generd of the Legion.
Honeg, forthright, and without question courageous, WYyl Thirsk had over the last few yearswon his
army’ srespect. Hewas gtill painfully young, of course, but then so was most of the army these days.
Magnus knew they followed avidly in the steps of the young Thirsk.

It was just such apity that the acrimony between Thirsk and Celimus still stood. For al Thirsk’ s polite
posturing and his obvious determination to keep his promise to his sovereign, Magnus saw through the
veil. There was no love lost between the two. And no one could appreciate such a sentiment more keenly
than the King. But, so long as Wyl Thirsk protected the heir faithfully, that would have to be enough.
Magnus understood Wyl’ sfeverish loyalty and would not have to question whether the younger man
would put his understandable doubts about Celimus before Morgravia.

It would not be long now before they could test this theory. Magnus sensed his own time coming to an
end and quietly welcomed it. He wastired. And lonely too. Hiswifelong gone—Shar rot her; hisgrest
companion dead and his only son not much more than astranger. Y es, it was drawing close to thetimeto
hand Morgraviaover to the new breed and give Ceimus histime. Perhgpsit would be the making of him.
Who could know? King and Generd would need to work together, though, asthey dways had in the

past.

Morgraviaand Briavel could rarely rest beyond a decade without waging war on each other. Magnus
nodded to himself. Old Vaor would be feding creaky on his horse too. Perhapsthey should just leave it
to their children now, athough Briave had only aqueen-in-waiting to govern it and afaint-hearted, fragile
one a that. He had seen the Princess only once, a aroya marriage many years ago in faraway Tallinor
when King Gyl had wed acivilian of no nobleline, the honey-haired beauty Lauryn Gynt. All neighboring
redlmsfelt obligated to atend.

Magnus hated traveling out of Morgravia, but Fergys had counsded him gently, reminding him that Gyl’s
father, old King Lorys. had been an dly to Morgravia many moons ago and a once-powerful sovereign
of avast realm. To snub hisline by not attending the royal wedding would be unwise. Magnus had
sensbly relented and with Fergys at his side had made the interminably long journey.

He had decided to take Celimus, which came as a surprise to the child’ s minders. But Magnus, again at
the urging of Fergys, wanted to spend time getting to know his son better. Without amother to love him,
the boy needed the strength and affection of hisfather to reassure and guide him. Fergys argued with
Magnus that the vigit provided an idedl opportunity to forge closer lineswith his son. Embarrassingly, the
boy showed an early aggression towards Briavel as Magnus had paid his respectsto its monarch. The
two Kings had gtiffly bowed to each other but their curt salutations had been interrupted asVaor's
young daughter had suddenly become near-hysterical.



Granted, Celimus had |ooked decidedly guilty and the Princess sdoll wasin severa piecesonthe
flagstones of the reception hal but the racket that had ensued far outweighed the supposed deed. It was
only adoll, for Shar’s sake, and the child’ sterrible howling had clearly embarrassed her father. Magnus
recaled how the plump, dark-haired girl had been run out of the hall by her maidservant, not to be seen
again. He shook his head ruefully. She was no match for Celimus then and he knew she would be no
match for the vain, often cruel man he had become. He wondered what would become of Morgraviaand
Briavel under their respective guidance.

But in truth, what worried him most was the threat from the north. Fergys had begged with dying words
for Magnusto pay keen attention to the Mountain King. The Legion knew for afact—had reported it on
countless occasions—that Cailech’ s people often dipped across the border. They were clever, rarely
lingering, doing lightning-fast tripsinto and out of the redlm for trade. He remembered his Generd’s
warning: “It might be trade now. One day, Magnus, he'll bring an army. He' stesting us. We must never
dlow himto fed comfortable.”

Magnus wondered whether Cailech and his people had made the same sorts of “trips’ into Briavel. No
doubt. He mused that the best response would be for the two heirsto the southern thronesto marry.
Bind the realms, blend the armies. Scare off Cailech.

Helaughed to himsdlf at the fanciful thought of Morgraviaand Briavel being on friendly terms. It wasthen
the King redlized he had been in histhoughts too long and it was only politeness that kept the two young
men before him dert.

“My gpologies,” he said softly.

“No need, sre.” Wyl replied, relaxing into the cushions a his back. “Y our garden is so tranquiil, | too fed
mysdf drifting.” Hesmiled.

Magnus returned it. glad in his heart to see Wyl Thirsk at such ease. There was atime when he had
worried for the boy. All that businesswith the witch severa years ago was a distant memory, now, but he
dtill regretted the death of that girl. He had hated witnessing the sight of her battered naked body tied to
the witch post. Bah! Sorcery, he thought to himself, a ot of stuff and nonsense. He was glad he had
findly rid Morgravia of the office of Confessor. He had personaly dismissed Lymbert the day after
Myrren's burning, and with the Confessor’ s demise the only remaining channe for the Zerques religious
zedl had closed. It had been six years since the last witch-burning and, in another few, most of the older
folk—the believers—would be dead and with them their fanatica pursuits. The battle would be fully won
and the Zerque Order would no longer hold any influencein Morgravia. The prospect was ardlief, for
Magnus no longer had the strength to fight that battle in thelittle time | eft to him. He was sorry that a
young woman had to die to remind him of his promiseto rid the redlm of the Zerques, and that
others—including his Genera—had a o suffered.

Gueryn had ill been in shock when he met with Magnus and had described the strangeness that had
overcome WyI during the witch’ s execution. He had also mentioned the lad’ s eyes changing color.
Magnus stole a glance a them now, relieved to see how ordinary they looked, amurky blue that Fergys
had a so possessed. The King had not believed Gueryn then and still maintained it was an aberration.
When Wyl had regained consciousness properly and with the King’'s own physicsin full attendance, the
lad had appeared perfectly normal. Self-conscious but no worse for the curious event.

Those same unremarkable eyes now regarded him with afaint trace of amusement sparkling in them. “A
mynk for your thoughts, sre.”

The King was pulled from his ponderings, winked at Wyl. and turned his attention to his other guest. “Ah,



Alyd. How remiss of me. Y ou see what age doesto you, lad? So waste no time, marry this bright young
sgter of Wyl Thirsk’sand my blessing upon you both. May love and laughter follow you in your lives”
Magnus said, adding, “...and in your bedchamber.” Alyd grinned at the King’ sfinal comment. “Arewe
looking forward to seeing the pretty Ylenaas a Newleaf bride?’

Alyd cleared histhroat and a blush stole across his open, handsome face, which like Wyl’ s had taken on
amore angular look. Hisgolden bright hair would probably il flop in hisfaceif not for the short manner
inwhich he styled it now. It suited him, together with the short beard and clipped moustache he now
favored. Many alass at Stoneheart would fed her heart break at the marriage announcement, the King
redized.

“Your magesty, | can't wait amoment longer. As soon asthe royal tournament is done, we wish to make
our union formd.”

“That soon?” Magnus replied, clearly surprised.

“I'vetried, Sre, to talk them out of it but there’ sno stopping thispair, I'm afraid,” Wyl admitted.
“Ylend s determined to wed Alyd within the month.”

“Then so beit. Farewell at thetourney.” The King stood, towering over Wyl despite his stoop. He
clapped ahand on Alyd' s shoulder. “And. Alyd, watch that handsome face of yoursif you'reto standin
front of an dtar afew dayslater.”

“Thank you, your majesty; nothing will happen to me, sire. Ylenaand | will grow old and fat together.”
Their laughter was disturbed by the arrival of Cdimus.

“Ah, father. | was sure | would find you here.”

Wyl and Alyd made stiff but courteous bows before the Prince.

“Forgive me, am | interrupting aprivate gathering?’ he asked, the dazzling smile masking his contempt.

“No, son. Alyd here hasjust won my permission to wed hislovely Ylena We were discussing thetiming
of the ceremony.”

“Congratulations, Alyd,” Cdimussaid, hissmile not faltering. “I had always hoped to taste those rosy lips
of YlenaThirsk mysdf.”

Alyd fet Wyl’ s stance gtiffen yet more beside him. He aways grabbed hungyrily at the baits thrown him by
the Prince. When would helearn to ignore him?

Hereplied in hisusud deprecating manner. “Well, there ssuch along list of digible beauties awaiting
your attention, my Prince. | can’'t imagine crossing Y lena off would matter to you much.”

“No. You'reright, it snot such alossredly, isit?’ the Prince said, enjoying watching Wyl brigtle. “And
you, Genera. What say you to this union? It must make you happy to see your sister off your hands and
tumbling into the bed of avery rich Duke' sson.”

“Indeed, my Prince’” wasthe only thing Wyl could think to say that sounded remotely polite.
“And when does this happy union take place?’ Cdimus perssted, pouring himsdf acup of thewine.

Alyd answered, more than used to the chill that settled around this pair whenever they were near each
other. “ Soon after theroya tournament. Y our father has given hisblessing. Y our invitation will arrive



shortly, my Prince” He gavethe heir hisvery best amile.

Wyl sighed within. Even Alyd' s disarming looks were nothing compared to those of Celimus. The Prince
of Morgraviahad grown into a glorious-looking man, easly overshadowing the handsome youth he had
been afew years previous. Tdler now than hisfather, broad and dim-hipped, he could till the tongues of
aroom full of chatting people smply by hisarriva, such was hisimpact.

“Then| shall have to dream up an appropriate wedding gift for the sister of our esteemed Generd here,”
Cdimusreplied after draining his cup.

Magnus decided to bring the barbed conversation to a close. “Son. you came hereto talk with me? Let
mejust bid farewell to my guests and we can St together awhile.”

“No need, sre” Cdimusreplied. “It involves these two fine soldiers—in fact their good opinions would
bevauable”

“Oh?’ said the King, wondering what mischief might be afoot now.
“Yes, it' s about the tournament, Father. | wish to make arrangements for usto use real wegpons.”

The King shook his head and made to move away. “ Y ou know my fedingson this, Cdimus. | will not
rik the hair.”

“My lord.” For one rare moment, Celimus lost his smirk and the tone which usualy accompanied it.
Therewasapleain hisvoice now. It isbecause I’'m to be King of Morgraviaone day that | beg this of
you. We are not boys practicing in the bailey any more, father. We aretrained soldiers. Thirsk here could
cut down any man | know blindfolded...except me, of course.” Hisregular demeanor madeitsreturn.
“Thisisno longer atimefor play swords, father. Let usfight like men because we are men. Y ou may
need us on that battlefield sooner than you think and then we' |l haveto dielike men at the end of an ugly
blade”

Wyl legpt onto the Prince’ swords. It would be one of the raretimesin hisrole as Genera that he would
agree with Cdimus. “Y our mgesty, my Princeisright. Thisisan exhibition but let’ sgive everyone a
genuineingght into hand-to-hand fighting.”

Magnus was cornered. In truth he did not know why he had fought so hard against the use of redl
swords; asmdl voicetold him that it was because he had been afraid that Celimus and Wyl—even as
youths—might have well fought to an ugly end. But here they stood, strong and bold; men bristling with
barely repressed energy and passion.

Hewas making afool of Cdimusto make him fight with wooden weapons.

He nodded, resigned to their plea, and the three in front of him could hardly contain their pleasure at his
Concesson.

The annud royal tourney wasamgjor festiva for Morgraviaand the folk traveled from far and wide to
partake of thefedtivities. Around the tournament fields grew a veritable village of traveling sideshows and
marketers of exotic wares. A seemingly endless queue of gypsy wagons, tinkers' carts, and country
peoplelined up patiently at the city gatesto gain entrance into Pearlis. Troupes of tumblers, sngers,
musicians, and even asmal circusformed part of thislinetoo.

The population on the outskirts of the northern end of the city where they held the tournament had



doubled in two days, then quadrupled in four. Excitement was building and the loca innswere enjoying
their traditional busy season.

Magnus, having learned from past experience, was keen to ensure the city dwellers did not take
advantage of the poorer visitors enjoying aday’ s holiday from their backbresking toil on theland. He
sent out edicts that specia fees were to be offered on accommodation, stables, eating houses, and
watering holes. Through Wyl he set up a specid crew of soldiersto make random checks on the various
tavernsto seethat their e was not too watered and that their food remained honest. Wyl chose Alyd to
supervise this crew, knowing hisfriendly and open manner would ease the pain for disgruntled tavern
proprietors out to double their fees.

Helmets and breastplates, the only armor Morgravian soldiers wore, were polished until they sparkled.
Horses were groomed until their coats shone and weapons were oiled and sharpened so that sparks
would ignite when they struck each other. Thethrill of using real weapons had touched off afire of
excitement. Training in the lead-up to the day had never had amore fierce intengty.

Wyl had to constantly remind his men on the use of these wegpons.

“Exhibition only. Don't forget it. There will beladies of the court present and awedth of guestsfrom al
over the relm. We do not want the women passing out at the sight of flesh being opened by overzedous
combatants.”

He had more advice on the other skillsthat would be on display.

“Yes, you heard meright.” he said above the indignant mutterings. “Wrestlers, oil up out front this
year—I|’ m assured the women like to watch, and apparently so does Captain Donal,” he added, winning
aroar of delight from his men, who clapped afurious yet helplesdy amused Alyd on the back.

Wyl dismissed the men and caught up with Alyd. “I’d like to take you up on that sparring ideabut I'm
afrad I’'m being reserved for aspecid piece.” he admitted grimly.

“Oh?" Alyd inquired, hismind racing asto what thismight be. “Let me guess. The Prince?’
“Correct.”

“My guessthenisthat he plansto hurt you, and what better opportunity than in the name of entertainment
at our mogt public festiva?’

“He hasto be able to get through my guard first.”

“I’ve watched him too, Wyl. He sgood.”

Wyl shrugged. “But perhaps not good enough. We'll seein afew days.”

Alyd laughed. “And then we' |l celebrate a the Alley,” he said, awicked glint in hiseye.

But Wyl did not grin. “I need to share something. Cdimusis planning more than just ahumiliation for me.
He aimsto hurt mein more waysthan physicaly. He wantsto fight for the Virgin Kiss”

“So?" Alyd looked perplexed. “I think | would too.”
“Mmm. But which virginishemost likely to choose, do you think?’
Undergtanding struck Alyd likelightning. “Ylena,” he said flatly and stopped walking.



“Correct again.”

“I won't permit it.” Alyd said, shaking hishead wildly. “I will not alow that man’ slipsto touch those of
my betrothed.”

Wyl looked pained. He cast a glance around to see no one could overhear them. “It' sworse. HE's
reintroducing the ancient form of thisrite. It'scaled Virgin Blood. It sfar more snigter than the Kiss,
Alyd.” Wyl had only just been informed about this dark turn of events himself and he was now on his
way to the King to seek an audience. “He meansto bed Y lena before you.”

“Then he'll haveto kill mefirgt,” Alyd replied, hisvoice cold and hard. “No, he'll haveto kill me,” Wyl
answered.

When Wyl arrived to petition the King, Orto informed him that the sovereign was alling—it seemed
Magnus was far more fragile than Wyl had been previoudy led to understand. He was permitted to see
hisKing, but only briefly, ahollow-eyed physic cautioned before leaving them alone.

“Hello, dear Wyl. | knew | would see you here before long,” the old man said.

Wyl wastoo diverted by the sickly appearance of his sovereign to hear the underlying message in those
words.

“Sire, what allsyou?’ he asked, taken aback.

Magnus was propped up on amound of cushions and, although his manservant had seen to it that he was
perfectly groomed, nothing could disguise his newly sunken, pae visage.

“Can you not guess?’

Wyl was unprepared for this. Suddenly dl notion of aggressive petitioning fled. It was clear the old man
would not makeit to the roya tournament, even lesslikdy to Ylena swedding.

Magnus alowed his guest’ s silence for afew difficult moments and then said what needed to be shared.
“I an dying, Wyl.” The King held hishand up as his young visitor made to protest. “Please...St with me
awhile. | have somethingsto say to you.” Magnus motioned for Wyl to take the seat next to his bed.
Wyl obeyed, his mind running the King’' swords over in hishead. Dying.

“Ask meaninteligent question....the sort your father would want to know.”

Wyl did not fed like playing games but knew he must go dong with hisKing' srequest. Hetook a
moment to consider before he spoke.

“I believe my father would want to know how long you might reckon we have.”

Magnus clapped his hands once. “Good, Wyl. Excdlent. That is precisely what Fergyswould have
asked. No shallow sympathies, no dwelling on what cannot be changed. He would set aside any personal
emotion and get on with the business at hand, which iswhat must be set in place before | depart.”

Wyl nodded. “Which in your estimation might be when, sre?”
“Ahwel, my physictdlsmewith luck | may seethe next full moon.”

Wyl fdt asthough aknife were turning in his gut. and sensed the person holding that knife was Ceimus. It



was too soon for the old man to die.
“Does your son know?’

“ Another good question. No. | have not seen Celimus since that time in the garden with you and
Alyd—and yet | have seen plenty of you since then. Odd, wouldn't you say?’ the old man asked
genidly. It belied how hetruly felt.

Wyl did not know how to respond. He blinked. “1 cannot imagine our liveswithout you ruling, sire.”

The King' s voice became earnest and his sunken eyes seemed to spark. “Y ou must! Y ou alone must
have avison for the protection of Morgravia because Celimus, though skilled enough in the tools and
drategy of war, will not. Hismind, sadly, isfilled with debauchery just now.”

“My King, with deepest respect, | fear you may underestimate the Prince. Heis ambitious.”

Magnus agreed. “| sensethat is not acompliment to him, athough you dissemble cleverly, General.” Wyl
sensibly said nothing. “If heisambitious, then he hidesit well from me. However, | think you areright,
Wyl | too believe Cdlimusis not as shdlow in histhoughts as he would have usdl think.”

“No, sre. He hasarazor-sharp mind, and if I might talk freely?” Magnus nodded.
“Then | would foresee that upon your death he will rule with afierce hand.”

“Thismuch istrue. He may be subtle but he lacks the finesse and indeed the largesse | hoped he would
have acquired by now. Heis. however, trueto Morgravia, | believe, and in this| commend him. He will
not permit it to lag behind its neighbors. . .and neither must you, Wyl Thirsk. Briavel may make amove
toward war again in the next few years, when it fee'sstrong again.”

“It isthe Mountain Dwellerswho concern me more, Sre.”

“Just like your father.” The old man sghed.

“Hewasright, your mgjesty.”

“Yes, hewas. Y ou must continue to strengthen our northern forces. Cailech grows more bold.”

“The retdiative skirmishes occur more often, sire. In days gone the Mountain Dwellerswould fleeif they
encountered any of our patrols.”

Magnus sighed. “ And now they stand and fight. Bold indeed. Y our father warned as much with hislast
breeth. Y ou must pay attention to the north, son. It may bethat Cailech takes on Briave firgt, but it's
Morgraviathat presentsthe greater chalenge. If he can take Morgravia, then Briavel—when Vaentyna
ascends the throne—will be an easy victory.”

Wyl frowned in thought, recalling the most recent reports. “1 don't like us taking the Mountain People's
lives. It only inflames apotentidly lethal Situation and | have given an edict that they areto be spared on
al counts. Taken prisoner if necessary.”

“Thank you. Fergys,” the King said, finding an ironic grin. “Oh, but you do remind me so hauntingly of
him, Wyl. That' s exactly the sort of thing he would say.”

Wyl shrugged. “I don’t want us at war on two fronts. Cailech right now is controllable if we don't incite
problems. Perhaps, if we can cdm the escdation, we might even be able to hold talks with him.”



Magnusflicked aglance at his Generd. “ A parley with the King of the Mountains. | wish | could be there
for that,” he mused.

Wyl could hardly believe they were having this conversation. He switched topic. “How do you fed, Sre?
Istherepain?

“Of no conseguence. It is manageable with the poppy-seed liquor.”

Wyl suspected Magnus of withholding the truth but he allowed it to pass. “Y our mgedty...Ylenas
wedding. Would you care to hand on the duty of giving her away? Perhapsto your next of kin?’

Magnus s eyes became wide with mirth. “ Ceimus?’

Wyl swallowed hard. It was pride alone that prevented him from betraying how heredly felt about such
asgtuaion.

“You are priceess, my boy.” The King enjoyed afeeble burst of laughter. Wyl aready missed the bellow
Magnus was known for. “Y ou would do that...alow Cedimus, the person | suspect you didike more than
any other, to have that honor?’

Wyl did not hesitate. “1 would, sire...if it be your wish.”

Magnus fixed him with amore somber stare now. All mirth was gone. “Why couldn’t you have been my
son. Wyl?" He clasped Wyl’ shand. “Y ou are the one who should rule Morgravia” The King' s eyes had

gone migy.
Wyl cleared histhroat. “It cannot be. your majesty.” he dl but whispered. *Y ou must not speak of this

agan.

“Yes but | think it al thetime. Y ou arefit to rule. The man who would be King has no compassion. |
fear for our people. | fear for you.”

“Fret not about me. sire. | have his measure and he has my loyalty.”
“Does he, Wyl? Does he have your loyaty?’

Wyl wondered why the King would ask this of him asecond time. He paused and searched himself. He
came out of histhoughtswanting. “ Sire, may | say this? If Cdlimus rules poorly he cannot expect my
respect but | will pledge you this from the bottom of my heart: Morgraviahas my loyalty. | will protect
her to my dying breath.”

The King closed his eyes momentarily. When he opened them he nodded, squeezing Wyl’ shand in his
own largefig. “It isenough for me. Wyl Thirsk.” Hesmiled. “ Asfor Ylena, | would ask that Gueryn step
infor me. Heisasgood as family to you, and your father would be pleased with such achoice.”

Wyl visbly rdaxed. “Thank you. sre. | know that Gueryn would consider this an honor.”

“Keep him close to you. Wyl. He can watch your back like no other. And now to the real business at
hand.” Magnus said, looking drained of al energy.

“Sre?’
“Why you cameto see metoday. | imaginethisisto do with the tournament.”

“Y ou know then?’



“About Cdimus ensuring you and he are the main exhibition piece for swords? Yes. | believe though that
you wish to talk to me about the Virgin Kiss and your suspicionsthat it is Ylenahe will choose”

Thiswasasurprise. Wyl had underestimated his King and was reminded once again of what awily pair
Magnus and hisfather must have made in their prime. “Y es, your magjesty. Except it has taken a darker
turn. Celimus has announced he is upping the stakes.”

“Oh?’

“Hisplanistocam Virgin Blood.” Wyl said, sanding suddenly as hisanger surfaced. “Itismy suspicion
that Celimuswantsto bed Y lenabefore Alyd.”

Magnus said nothing, athough a deep frown creased his brow. Wyl, unable to be ill, paced.
Finaly Magnus spoke. “ Thisisvery serious.”
Wyl spun around. “Can you not overturn it. my King?” heimplored.

“You know | cannot. It would gravely undermine Celimus and reinforce hisfear that | love and favor
you.”

“Hefearsthis?” Wyl spluttered.
“How could he not? He and | share nothing but our bloodline,” Magnus said firmly.

Wyl could see the King wastiring. He needed an answer and pushed alittle harder. “He meansto win,
gre”

“I redizethis. Infact | think you'll find that Cdimuswill never play his hand unless heis confident of
winning.”

“S0 you cannot overturn this decree?’

“And I will not. Cdimusis beginning to flex hismuscles asthe heir. Y ou will haveto play to hisrulessoon
enough. Thisisyour firs test,” Magnus said with regret.

“What can | do?1 cannot permit this.”

“Then don't play into his hands. Can you best him on the fied?’
“Yes” Wyl replied confidently.

“Then you have nothing to worry about.”

“And ill | do, sre”

“Wall, then you have to be even more cunning than heis. Use that wise head on your shoulders. Thereis
asolution to every problem, my boy—those are your father’ swords, by the way—and by Shar we
aways found those solutionsin the nick of time. How long have you got?’

“Two more days after this, Sre.”

“One more day than you need, then,” the old man said, his eyes glittering now. Wyl could not tell whether
it was from the fever or because the King already had the answer. “ And when is the wedding again, my
boy?’ he asked, his voice croaking.



“Month’send, sre”

“Ah, yes, you did say. Perhaps you should go about those arrangementsthen,” he said, again asthough
passing on some sort of underlying thought. “1 am fedling rather fatigued. We shall speek again soon.”

Andto dl intents and purposesit appeared as Magnus closed his eyesthat he was already drifting into a
drugged dumber.

Asif he could see through walls, the physic knocked and made his entrance. “With respect, sir, | would
ask that the King be |eft to deep now.”

“Of course.” Wyl said, pondering the cryptic nature of his sovereign’ swords.



Chapter 6

Wyl sat in atiny, devated courtyard known as the Orangery, which cunningly trapped the sun,
encouraging itsfruit treesto grow luxuriantly behind Stoneheart’ simpenetrable walls. The fragrance of
the blossoms was heady and WYyl loved the tranquility of this place, asdid Y lena, whose suite of rooms
overlooked it. He could never accuse Magnus of not following through on his promiseto their father.
Ylenalived in quiet splendor with maidservantsto tend her needs, among a glorious series of chambers
and this courtyard, which Magnus had designed and built for thelittle girl who cameto him dl those years

ago.

The daughter | never had, he had once whispered to her and she loved him for it. Had loved him ever
since. Ylenahad never forgotten her father’ slove but it had been taken from her so early that she had
found it rdatively smpleto trandfer it to hishighly influentid friend, who showered her with giftsand
beautiful gowns and just about anything anoble s daughter could wish for.

Wyl awaited hissigter, hismind clouded in thought. A black dog sat patiently beside him. his mournful
eyes staring up at Wyl. occasiondly nudging his hand to remind him of his presence. Wyl stroked the
large head absently and Knave complained softly at being so ignored by his master. He dropped his
beloved bdl, fashioned by Ylenafrom old linens, stockings, and wooal, in the vain hope that Wyl might
kick it and begin one of their games.

The dog’ s ears pricked at the sound of afootfall.

“Looking for agame. Knave?’ asked Y lena as she appeared fresh and primped from her rooms, her
spicy fragrance mingling with the courtyard' s perfume. She duly kicked the ball and sent Knave legping
after it. “Hello, Wyl,” she said, tweaking her brother’ s ear and planting akiss on his coarse red head.

Hepulled her dose, loving the joy shefound in smple pleasures and hating himsalf for bringing newsto
ruin her perfect day.

“Y ou even amdll like our mother,” he commented, kissing her on the cheek.
Ylenasghed. “1 wish | could remember her asyou do. I’'m wearing her perfume.”
“It' slovely.”

“Father gave it to me so many moons ago. He said | wasto wear it on my wedding night. I’ ve saved it all
thistime and yet felt reckless today and dabbed alittle on. Do you think he'll likeit?” she asked shyly.

“Who?’

“Prince Celimus of course!” she said, making an exasperated expression that changed immediately to one
of concern a the way Wyl started at that name. “Alyd, you fool—my husband-to-be. Who else could |
mean?’

Wyl felt relieved that the subject had been raised inadvertently. He opened his mouth to say what he had
rehearsed in hismind but Y lenainterrupted him. reaching over to talk to Knave.

“Y ou daft dog, you gtill havethat silly red bal.”

“ And woe betide anyone who touchesit,” Wyl said affectionately.



“Other than you, of course,” shereplied. “What isit between you and this dog, Wyl ? He strikes the very
fear of the devil into dmost everyone at Stoneheart and yet he' s like a puppy around you.”

“Amyw.”
“Yes butit' spassing strange, isn't it?’

“Not redly. Helost Myrren when he was ababy and then | came aong out of the blue.” Wyl wanted to
add that it was probably similar to how Y lenatransferred her love from Fergysto Magnus. Instead he
shrugged and scratched the dog' s ears. “1 was the next best thing he had.”

“Whatever made you follow her ingtructions?’ Y lenawondered.

“I'm not surein truth. | felt somehow compelled and perhaps alittle obliged after al her suffering. She
sad hewasagift and | wasto use himwisdly.”

“Do you understand what she meant?’
Wyl shook his head.
“What happened to her family?’

“I heard the father died on the morning the Witch Stalkers came for her. The mother was addled when
we met. She listened to my tale and handed me the dog without another word. | don’'t know what
became of her but the house was all packed up when | visited and | presumed her mother was leaving
town. She was probably glad to berid of the burden of the pup.”

“Vey dsrange.” Y lenaadmitted. “I’'m just glad Knave sees me asfriend and not foe.” Then she lowered
her voice before adding: “He hates Celimus most of al, of course, but then | think he gets that from you.”

“Hush,” Wyl admonished.
“No on€ saround.”
“Even Stoneheart’ sthick walls have ears”

“Wall, it' strue. | think Knave hates anyone you don't like. Think about it, he barely tolerates otherswho
mean littleto you but isloyal to those you love. How’ sthat for afine philosophy?’ she said, kicking the
red ball, much to the dog' s surprised delight.

Their conversation was interrupted by one of Ylena s maids announcing the arrival of Alyd. His
expression was bleak as he kissed Ylena s hand.

“Whatever iswrong with you, Alyd Dona? One would think the King had denied permission to our
marriage”

“Haveyoutold her?” Alyd asked Wyl, who shook his head.
“Told mewhat?’ Ylend s eyes moved between two grim expressions.
“Ylena...” Wyl began.

“Wait!” shesaid. “This sounds bad.” She called to her maid and asked for aspiced cordia to be brought
immediately. The maid returned quickly, and Ylenadrank her smadl helping down in one gulp.



“Right. I’'m presuming thisis connected with our wedding. Tell me,” she commanded, her throat burning
fromtheliquor.

Wyl started again. He told her what he knew and of his suspicions. Shefelt for Alyd's steadying hand as
Wyl bowed his head and finished with: “ All that’ s standing between you and the bed of Celimusismy
sword.”

“But I've never done himawrong.” she said.

“Y ou’ve never done anyone awrong, my beloved,” Alyd comforted. “ Thisisnot about you. Thisis
about hurting Wyl....and your family name.”

“Arewe sure of this?” she asked.

“No,” Wyl admitted. “But | know how his mind works. He knows how best to damage me.”
Y lena shook her head. “Why does he hate you so much, Wyl?’

“I don’'t know,” he replied, not wanting to repeat what he had learned from the King.

“I do,” Alyd admitted. “It's because the King is so fond of you.” And when Wyl shook hishead in
denid, he added: “Everyone' s seenit. He had to grow up around the inseparable friendship of your father
and his. Now you come dong and stedl the affection that rightly belongsto Cdimus.”

Wyl shrugged. He did not want to admit that Alyd’ sargument was. in dl probability, very sound. “And
0. Ylena, by taking what's so precious from you he humiliates the Sister | adore, creating despair for my
best friend and achanceto fire my anger sufficiently for an al-out confrontetion.”

“I see” shesad. “Well, | won't cooperate. I’ d sooner die.”

Alyd nodded. “And dthough I'm no match for him. | swear | would gladly dietrying to sop himlaying a
finger on you. Wyl. I" ve been thinking about how we can get Y lenaaway from here. My intention is
to—"

Wyl shook his head. “Alyd, stop! I’ vetold you, there is no escape. Celimusis not onefor being
thwarted. It would be a cruel blow to his ego not to attain something he has set his heart on—and taking
Ylenain theway heimaginesisamaster stroke guaranteed to hurt both you and me. No, he would hunt
you down as easy as blinking. And heisin no hurry. Y ou would be looking over your shoulder for the
rest of your lives. The fear of being caught a every turn will destroy any chance of true happiness.”

“Then what? What can we do?’ Y lend s voice was shaking.

“We have to be smarter than heis, more cunning.” Wyl stood and walked to one of the orange trees,
inhaing its freshness and stealing afew momentsto convince himsaf his plan could be done.

Heturned back to them. “I have aplan. It was a comment from the King which seeded it in my mind,
and we have only what’ s |eft of today and tomorrow to make it work.”

They listened.



Chapter 7

The day of the tournament dawned sharp and bright over Stoneheart. Therain clouds of the previous day
had blown through, leaving clear skies and a cool morning. It had drizzled the evening before so the
ground was soft yet not dippery enough underfoot to be troublesome, making it perfect for charging
animals and wrestling men. The horseswere gleaming and colorful bunting flgpped in the light morning
breeze around the tournament field.

The carpenters had finished erecting the seating arena and, athough damp, the small tentsthat encircled
the field had held firm overnight. Each would become the base for anoble family and it was from here
their sons would wage mock war on each other. Another larger and less flamboyant tent would house the
jugglers, tumblers, dancers, and other entertainers, including afamous fire-eater and contortionist who
wasin attendance by express request of hisroya highness. Prince Cdlimus.

The younger ladies of the court would be encouraged to try their hand at archery for the grand prize,
from King Magnus, of an exquisite pearl pendant. Y lena, who was no beginner with abow and arrow
thanksto Wyl’ straining, was looking forward to wearing the pearl that evening. She was sad the King
would not be in attendance and, having learned she was not permitted to see him, had sent him abrief
note together with asprig of her orange blossom and some other blooms from her garden. She knew
they would convey her love more sincerdly to the sick man than the written word.

Despite his sense of caution, Wyl had told Ylenaand Alyd that Magnus was dying. All three could
imagine how blesk life would be with Celimus sitting on the throne. But thismorning Y lenablocked the
thought of the vile Celimus and what he would expect should he win the contest. He made the very blood
in her veins chill. Ylena pushed the Prince and hislusty thoughts from her mind. Sheinhaed the scent
from her trees and turned to the man she loved on this her most specid of al mornings.

“Y ou look wonderful,” she said to Alyd, straightening his shirt front. *“ Quite the dashing warrior.”

He grimaced. “Hardly.” Pulling her close, he kissed her passionately. “Let’ s hope your brother can best
him.”

“And spare us—"’

Alyd hushed her with another kiss. “ Say no more. | must away, my lady, or risk the wrath of the
famoudy bad-tempered red-headed Generd.” Ylenalaughed but he could see anxiety in her eyes, and
knew she was reading the same concern in his. “ Come on, where sthat famous Thirsk courage?’

“Itdl livesin Wyl, not me. I’'m ashamed to admit.” she said, wringing her hands.
“And he has sworn to defend you, as | have, so you need not fear.”
“Thenwhy am | garting to tremble, Alyd Dond?’

Hetilted her chin up so he could look into her eyes. “1 love you. Y ou haveto trust that love. And Wyl's
plan, of course. We ve done everything we can.”

She nodded, hoping he would be gone before her inevitable tears betrayed her. After Alyd' s departure,
Y lenatook the final—and, she knew, daring—precaution of sending a pageto Orto, theKing's
secretary, with an urgent request, then sent her maid hunting for her archery gloves.

The morning session of the tournament had proceeded smoothly, with the joust creating much hilarity for



the onlookers as various noble sons were toppled. The population of the city had swelled even more
dramatically than anticipated. Asaspecia gesture, Magnus—on Orto’ s wise suggestion—had released
severa dozen barrds of hisaeto be distributed fredly at the celebrations together with roasted oxen. All
the bakers close to the castle had been harried into action and now the air hung heavily with the
tantdizing smell of fresh loaves and meet Sizzling on the its.

The midday feast had begun. Purveyorsin the Alley’ s corridor of tents and awnings were enjoying a
brisk trade during this break in the day’ s events as everyone enjoyed their food and de. The latter helped
them loosen their purse strings.

A mountebank entertained the meandering folk with his colorful patois, hawking amagica save that
promised to ease dl achesand pains. To keep their attention and their laughter high, his pet mynah bird
hurled insults a its owner, who deliberately ignored it. The contortionist made his audience cringe but
despite the squealsthey till threw their coppers for more. Children amassed around the confectioner’s
gtal where treats they had only dreamed about were on sale for just two mynks each: fairy floss, toffee
apples, caramds, sherbets, and hard shapes of brightly colored sugar that could last afull day if sucked
wisdly. A group of women had joined forcesto sdll knitted blankets, woven baskets, even afew rugs
weaved by ateam of their children. And then, of course, there were the sideshows where, among other
frolics, passersby were encouraged to throw wet rags at some poor soul who had agreed to stand ina
stock for ashare of the earnings. Three direct hitswon aflagon of mead. Elsewhere, strong men took
their turn at hacking through alog. their times carefully monitored and recorded by a stony-faced man
with apiercing stare who chewed congtantly on awillow twig, absorbing its painkilling juices for his sore
joints.

A smdl queue formed outside the tent of the mysterious Widow 1lyk, who claimed she could tell people
their fortunes smply through touch. Wyl smiled as he strolled by. He liked people who poked fun at
Morgravia sold fears. In former years, claming to have the Sight would have brought forth ahowling
troop of Witch Stalkers. He was glad those days were done and ingenious people like this widow could
make aliving from parlor tricks. If there were any positive outcomes from Myrren’s demise, they were
that King Magnus had rid Morgraviaof Lymbert and his cronies and the Zerque influence had virtualy
died out. Myrren’ s death had horrified many younger onlookers, who were more enlightened than their
eldersand did not fear sentients; in fact, did not really believe such powers existed. But most people
were willing to pay acoin to have someonetell them that their knees would stop aching, or they would
indeed marry aweathy merchant and escape alife chained to afield of barley. Fortunetelers, these
days, rarely lacked patrons.

Alyd caught up with him outside the widow’ stent. “What are you doing here?’
“Trying to keep my mind occupied.”

“Comeon. It stime we got you ready.”

“Would you pay abronze regent to learn your fortune?” Wyl mused.

“I'll tell you what, if you pull off the extraordinary today, we'll get drunk and celebrate by coming back
hereto this very tent—what isit? Ah yes, the Widow Ilyk, and we shall have our fortunestold.” He
grinned.

“I'm glad you're confident.”
“I'mnot,” Alyd admitted. “ Thetruthis, I'm pardyzed with fear for Ylena”

“How isshe?’



“Have you not spoken with her yet?” Alyd looked aghast.

Wyl pushed his handsinto his pockets. “| haven't. Isshe...dl right?’ he asked sheepishly.

Alyd' sexpression turned to one of genuine smugness. “Dare| say, sincelast night sheisglowing.”
Generad Thirsk put up his hand in mock defeat to prevent his Captain saying more.

“Come, | have afight to preparefor.”

The city bedllstolled the commencement of the afternoon’ s entertainment and. to ensure the throng made
its now dightly intoxicated way back to the fields, severd pages were sent out with handbellsto ring
loudly through the Alley.

The court ladies’ archery contest was not much of acompetition in truth. It was quickly distilled down to
Y lenamatching her clearly superior skillsagaingt Ailen, aferocious opponent from the House of Coldyn,
who not only desired the pearl very badly but had her eyesfirmly set on winning the attention of Alyd
Dond.

Ailen shot with courage but too much aggresson made her aim inaccurate, while Ylena sarrows,
glorioudy fletched in her family colors, landed true. A clear winner, she did her best to ignore the scowls
of the other contestants and to act gracioudy. Ylenadid not need more jewels, but for sentimental
reasons she did want the pearl from Magnus. An excited buzz moved through the crowd as King Magnus
was unexpectedly helped to the small stage set up for prize-giving. He looked desperatdly frail andill,
despite hisfinery. Orto and a surprised Prince Celimus aided him to stand for the presentation, ignoring
the murmurings from the folk, who were shocked at the state of their King.

“Father, thisisnot agood idea.”

“Still, itisanideal like’ came the prompt response. “Ah. my lovely,” he said, beaming towards his
favorite lady. Magnus clasped the pendant around Y lena’ s neck so the pearl sat at the base of her throat,
and kissed her on both cheeks. “ This was meant to hang from one beautiful neck only,” he said, eyes
burning brightly with the fever that would soon claim hislife.

Ylenacurtsed. “ Thank you for coming, my King,” she whispered fervently, imagining what it had taken
for himto be here.

“How could | resist your request?’ he asked, shaking off the arms of Celimus and Orto, forcing them to
step back and in so doing winning himsdaf amoment’ s privacy. “1’m sorry the Felrawthy clanisnot in
attendance,” the King admitted. “They should have seen you shine today.”

“I think the Duke is disgppointed too, my lord, asis Alyd. Hisfather’ s clan istoo busy in the north.”

“Mmm, yesso | gather. By the way, child, don't be frightened,” he whispered, knowing she would
understand his meaning. “Y our brother is more wily than you credit. Now turn so they can al see your

pretty prize”
“I shdl never takeit off, your magjesty. It will be treasured and will dways keep you closeto me.”

He smiled asafather to his child, loving her in the same manner. The King straightened to hisfull height
with difficulty. His eyes were damp and he could fed the fever beginning to make his body tremble; knew
he must keep it at bay just awhilelonger.



Y lena stepped away from the podium to rousing cheers and catcalls from the soldiersloyal to her
brother, each one of them just alittle bit in love with the graceful, golden beauty of the young woman who
did not resemble the Generd inthelesst.

Meanwhile Celimus moved forward to whisper to the King. Hiswords were cloying and sweet. “Father,
it was exceedingly good of you to leave your sickbed for the prize-giving. May | ask Orto to assist you
back to your chambers now. sre?’

“Actudly, no, Cdimus. The fresh air makes mefed brighter just at present,” Magnuslied, “and | hear
you and Wyl Thirsk areto provide aspecid exhibition piece. | should like to seethis.”

Cdimus gave aterse yet ill degant bow. “ Asyou wish. Father. | fed privileged that you will witnessit.”

The old man nodded, despising him. “And | dso hear you have aspecid prizefor the victor of this
contest. Am | right in understanding that you have invoked the ancient Virgin Blood clam?’

“Yes, sre,” Cdimus answered brightly, determined not to be intimidated by the sack of bones before
him. “1 thought it might add some spice to the sometimes dull occasion of two men matching blades.”

“It was my belief that the addition of rea swordswould provide enough excitement.”

“Inthisyou areright, my lord. However, | fdt inspired to mark this asthe most memorable of royd
tournaments.”

“Andwhy isthat?’ the King asked, dreading the answer.

Celimus moved closer lill. “Becauseit shal be your last and we need to mark it well, Sire. Thistourney
did, after dl, arise out of celebrations of our ancient customs. It isright that we send your ancient body
off inancient syle”

Magnus worked hard to keep his voice steady. “Indeed, son. | admire your observation of the old
traditions, dthough | cannot admire the rite you have resurrected, the very one my grandfather worked so
hard to abalish. Itis, if you will forgive me pointing out at this late hour, barbaric and benesth you to
perpetrate such athing on one of the young maidens here.”

“Ah, wdl, as| sorarely please you. Father, thisis but another nail | will gladly hammer into your coffin.”

Magnus was shocked at the vehemence in Celimus swords, al muttered only just loud enough for the
two of them to share.

“You areclearly inahurry for meto die. son.”

Cdimus bent down, his smileto the crowd unfailing but hiswords chilling as he whispered to Magnus: “I
shdl giveyou until Newleaf. Father. If you are not wheezing your last unwel come breeth within that time,
| shall personally speed you adong to Shar.”

Magnus, feding his sirength leave him as he absorbed how strongly Adana sblood ran in Cdimus sveins
and how he had so completely failed his son. collapsed into a chair that had been conveniently placed
behind him by the ever-attentive Orto.

“Your mgesty,” the servant started softly, histone reflecting his concern. He had heard none of the
conversation between father and son but knew well it would have brought no cheer to the old King.

Magnusdid not dlow himto finish. “ A drink, if you please, Orto. | wish to watch the exhibition.”



“Yes, dre” Orto said, atwitch of hisfingers sending apage scurrying for awatered de. “ Asyou
command,” he added, reaching into his pocket for the smal via of poppy seed liquor.

Gueryn and Alyd had helped Wyl dressin the ceremonid fighting uniform of the House of Thirsk. They
gtood now admiring him.

“Pity about thered hair,” Alyd observed.
“Hush, Alyd,” Wyl replied out of habit.

“It clashes so badly with the house colors.” Alyd continued, staring at the magenta and deep ultramarine
of Wyl’ s show battledress. He wanted to try once more to convince hisfriend to wear some armor, but
knew it would bein vain. Wyl had aready refused on the grounds that the contest wasto be purely an
exhibition.

“Wdll, you can blame my ancestors for their blindnessto pleasing color combinations. They had red hair
t00.” Wyl scowled at himsdlf in the glass. Gueryn stood beside him.

“Cdimuslikesto feint to theleft,” Gueryn cautioned.
Wyl nodded, taking his sword from Alyd and shesthing it.

“And helikesto show you al of hisright sde—don't fal for the ploy and strike. Swipe hard and low to
hisleft.”

“I know this, Gueryn. Be gill. Thereisnothing more | can learn about Celimus' s swordplay that | don't
know dready.”

Gueryn knew what was at stake; he knew Wyl must best Celimusto protect his sister, athough the
consequences for beating the Prince so publicly would be dire.

“When thisisover and we ve seen Ylenaand Alyd married. | suggest you take yourself off to the north.
Y ou need to get away from here for awhile” He did not notice the glance that passed between the two
younger soldiers.

Wyl understood that it made Gueryn fed safer to talk of the future. “Well, only if you agreeto
accompany me. We can check on the border patrolsthat so consumed my father.”

“That' sapromise.” Gueryn said gravely. He put his hand over Wy’ s heart and spoke the family motto:
“Asone”

Wy repeated the gesture, holding his own hand over Gueryn’s heart: “Asone.”
He accepted Alyd’ sbrief hug. “Go, be near her. She will be terrified.”

Alyd could only nod. Suddenly hefelt hisworld tipping. He tried to sound confident. “1 can already taste
our first celebratory de”

Gueryn and Alyd left the tent and WYy! followed moments behind, emerging into the glare of the clear,
mild afternoon. His friends moved toward where Ylenanervoudy sat.

Hewalked into the main arena. The master of ceremonies announced the arrival of Generd Wyl Thirsk
and was quickly drowned out by the loud cheer that erupted from the soldiers encircling the area. If the



civilianswereintrigued by this contest between two such highly ranked combatants, they were fascinated
by the promise that the victor would have the right to Virgin Blood.

Many of the shalower, lesswed thy nobles had been thrilled at the whispers of thisancient rite being
reingtated at the direct behest of Prince Celimus. They fdt that if the king-in-waiting chose their unmarried
daughter to liewith, it was dmost as good as aroyal sed of gpprova on that union. Thericher, more
cynicd families, sung by the cunning of Celimus on previous occasons, wisdy kept away from theroyd
tournament, claiming illness or urgent businessin afaraway part of the reelm. None of this mattered to
Cdimus, he wanted to see the blood of only one virgin on his sheets tonight and she was very much
present.

He arrived in the arenato wild applause from the commonfolk who knew little of histrue character yet.
To them he appeared aglorious king-to-be, the dashing Prince of a much-loved sovereign. Hisfabuloudy
handsome appearance, seemingly humble acceptance of their cheers, and his bright, wide smiledid
nothing to dissuade them of thisfine opinion.

Magnus grimaced and noticed Wyl did the same. The King joined in the charade with a halfhearted clap
and benign smilefor good measure, but behind it lay his cold fear. His physic had recently reconsidered
his estimate on the King’ slongevity. No longer did he believe Magnus would last until the next full
moon—in fact, he had curtailed his prediction so savagely it was now his expert opinion that Magnus
would barely survive the next few days. It seemed Celimuswould get hiswish. Magnus thought grimly.
Magnus no longer felt guilty for hoping Wyl might prevail, or that he might have found aresolution. The
truth was he needed WYyl to beat Celimus. His son was poised to plunge Morgraviainto its darkest times
and he suddenly realized he was powerlessto prevent it.

The two men touched the flat of their swordsfirst to their lips and then against each other’ sblade. The
sharp metalic sound sent ashiver of anticipation through al from Stoneheart who knew what a
formidablefighting pair they were.

The master of ceremonies had announced that the winner would be decreed by whichever opponent
drew first blood. Thiswas sinister newsto Wyl. It was his understanding this was nothing more than an
exhibition. However, it wastoo late now to argue the finer points. He looked toward Gueryn and noticed
the old soldier’ sface was ablank contrast to Alyd' s open expression of intense anxiety. Wyl had to look
away. There was nothing to be done now except to fight with the blade as well as he knew he could.

The King was given the task of dropping the white square of linen. The handkerchief fluttered to the
ground and the two opponentsimmediately drew their blades back and began circling. Wyl knew
Celimuswould not be long in thisforeplay and, rather than waiting, struck hard and fast.

The dance of the swords had begun.

Whatever Wyl gave away in height and strength he made up for with cunning and speed. Celimuswas
light on hisfeet and his strokes were so degant his dance was beautiful to behold. He smiled the whole
time he fought. Wyl’ sface was set as amask and he stood his ground, patiently parrying, ever watchful
for the right opening. Gueryn had aways admired the shrewd manner in which Wyl wielded his sword.
There was nothing flamboyant in his style, his strokes were neat and economica. Cdimusliked to move
inawide arc with large, airy strokes, but thiswas aso part of his skill and Wyl knew it. Wyl appreciated
how Cdlimus was enticing him, daring him to take advantage of the room he provided.

And that would be your undoing. Gueryn’s advice rang asloudly in hismind as the sound of the blades



ranginhisears. It wasal Wyl could hear; the crowd’ s murmurings had faded away for him. He had
become one with the sword, moving with lightning reflexes.

They were well matched and, as the fight began to extend, none of the onlookers could say that either
was getting the upper hand. The audience marveled at the grace of this contest. The combatants moved
like well-rehearsed dancers who knew every move the other would make. Even Ylenaand Alyd, pale
with worry, were entranced by the glint of the swords and the speed and beauty of their movement.

Wyl jumped expertly as Cdimus struck low, and then, to the surprise of those watching, Wyl spun
around one way to stop aharsh blow coming again at hislegs and then reverse-spun to parry another.
Sparksignited as the blades crashed together. It was awonderful spectacle—not that Wyl wasina
position to hear the sounds of high appreciation from the crowd. He knew better than anyone that he was
inthe midst of adeath struggle.

The Prince, dightly less focused, did hear the cheersfor his opponent and that made him angry. Wyl
heard his competitor’ s subtle change in breathing, provoked by wrath, and felt the first nuances that the
bal ance of the contest had changed. Remembering Gueryn’ swarning about the dangers of fighting on
pure emotion, he pressed harder, feding his own senseswithdraw even further within himsdf until he
could no longer see the Prince but smply the blur of aggressive strokes that he could anticipate and
deflect.

The Prince was rapidly becoming prey to his own emotions and his skills suffered.
“Wyl’sbeating him, isn't he?’ Y lenawhispered nervoudy to Gueryn.

“I would agree that Wyl’ s gaining the ascendancy.” the soldier replied dryly, adding. “If he kegps going
likethis, the Prince will tire quickly, asheis expending far more energy than your brother.”

Y lena nodded and squeezed harder on Alyd' s reassuring hand.

Wyl legpt forward to thrust, knowing what Celimuswould do in reply, and was dready feinting left to
counter the stroke that inevitably came. He could see the beads of sweat now on the Prince’ s brow and
he too felt his shirt damp againgt his back. He had no idea of time. As he danced backward the Prince
followed, thrusting and dashing. It seemed Celimus had found his balance again and the strokes resumed
their whirring grace.

Both now deep in concentration, neither could detect the enthralled silence that had claimed the audience.

The Prince searched constantly for the opening that would alow him to draw first blood and Wyl just as
nimbly defended. Celimus suddenly moved wide, ddiberately airing his stroke to revea one sde of his
torso, which begged to be dashed. Wyl was so tempted—it would be so easy—but he recalled the
caution of Gueryn and just asforcefully moved in the same direction as hisroya opponent, ignoring the
invitation and surprising the Prince with a hard, arm-numbing smash downward.

Infuriated, Celimus began to take short angry jumps forward. Leading with hisright leg he hammered at
Wyl s blade, reverting to brute strength over his shorter opponent. Did he see agrin on Thirsk’ sface?
Yes. damn himdl to hell. Well, he had afew surprises|eft, and he began a brilliant series of spinsand
legps to dazzle the crowd, who yelled their encouragement.

Y lena caught amutter from Gueryn. He seemed to be repesting something just under his breeth. She
listened intently and heard it: “...the Magician. Wyl, usethe Magician...”

Celimuswas till pushing forward, bearing down hard, beating the Genera back toward one corner of



the arenaand apparently winning, when Wyl saw it. Saw the potentia asthe complex series of strokes of
the highly difficult maneuver cameto mind. It was possible. Celimus, in his arrogance, his confidence that
he was in fact winning, would not be ready to counter, for he could hear applause now, was not
concentrating quite asferocioudy asaminute or so ago.

Gueryn cdled it the Magician in honor of Fergys Thirsk, who had designed the maneuver and used it to
devastating effect in many battles. The older soldier had counsedled Wyl oniit, claming only the very
skilled in siwordsmanship could make it work in atrue battle stuation—or would have the courage to use
it. It needed constant cd culation and readjustment depending on the opponent, and many in the heet of
the fight could forget one of the tightly woven movesthat made it such aformidabletrick.

“Its purposeisto confuse.” Gueryn had said during their private practice of this piece of art.
And Wyl would use the Magician to daunting effect now.

He audacioudy threw his sword from hisright hand to hisleft. Unbaanced by the curious move, Cdimus
hesitated. Wyl thrust and the Prince only just blocked in time, but the move pushed him off baancein the
other direction. Wyl kept tossing his sword from hand to hand, seizing every opportunity in between to
srike. Suddenly it was al Celimus could do to defend and keep stepping away from thisblitz of
frustrating, seemingly random strokes from both sides.

WyI could hear the bresth coming hard from the Prince now. With one find tossto hisleft hand he
brought his sword from that side, damming hard from the Prince sright, intending to dash across his
fighting arm. Cdlimus was dazzlingly fast though, and at the last second countered, their swords
shuddering to ahdlt, crossed in front of their grimacing expressions.

It was now smply atest of strength.

Their faces were dmost touching as they bent against each other.

“Yidd,” Cdimuswhispered hoarsdly.

“Goto hdl!” Wyl replied.

“Yield to me now or those you love will die. Makeit look good, for | shall start with le Gant.”

The unexpected threat hit Wyl so harshly that his shocked reaction was immediate. He feigned atrip,
stumbling away from the Prince and dropping his sword in the process. The arenawas Slent. Everyone
held their breath, wondering how the Generd, after such abrilliant display, could be so suddenly clumsy.

“Good decison. Thirsk,” the Prince uttered just loud enough for his opponent to hear. He smiled broadly
before whipping his sword expertly from the top of Wy’ s shoulder in adiagona stroke across his body.

Through therent in Wyl’ s shirt bright red bloomed.
“Firg blood!” Celimus called proudly and encouraged the crowd to honor his achievement.

Intheir bewilderment, they did. throwing their capsinto the air and cheering wildly, athough not one
soldier present joined the celebration. Their eyesinstead lingered on the anguished figure of their Generdl.
Gueryn wasfirg a Wyl'sside. He knew the cut was a surface one. exquisitdy laid for maximum visua
impact. Wyl would wear the scar forever but the stinging cut would no more threaten hislife than would
the prick of arosethorn.

“Dowhat you must.” he urged Wyl.



Wyl gathered hisfractured thoughts and found the wherewitha to bow to his opponent, pick up his
weapon, and then touch swords once again to lips and blades. It signaled the end of the contest.

Celimus began to strut around accepting the accol ades.
“Hesadhedkill youif | didn’t yidd.” Wyl groaned, shaking his head with despair.

“I expected something like this.” Gueryn admitted as the master of ceremonies began speaking. “Come
on.”

“Your mgesty.” the announcer said, bowing to Magnus, who barely acknowledged it. “My Prince’—he
turned, bowing now to Cdlimus. “My lords, ladies, and all gathered here for thisfestive occasion. | ask
you once again to show your gppreciation for the most impressive display of swordsmanship | think any
of uswill ever witness. I'm sureyou'll agreethat if thisisthe standard of our young Morgravian warriors,
then Briavel and dl who challenge us had better think twice!”

The crowd erupted at the deliberately provocative words. When the noise had died down alittle, the
man continued. “Asyou know, thereisa special reward for the winner of this particular contest.” A
murmuring broke out among the crowd. “ Prince Celimus, with the permission of hismgesty King
Magnus, has reingtated the ancient rite of the claimto Virgin Blood.”

The murmursturned into discussion. Y lenafelt her kneestremble as Cdimus dyly glanced in her
direction. The cool air surrounding his hot body had caused a gentle drift of steam to lift from him and he
stood, proud and regd, his shirt opened to reved his broad, hairless chest. Ylenawas not the only oneto
notice his disheveled and yet still sensuous appearance. She was, however, one of very few—perhaps
the only one. in fact—among the ladies of the court that day who did not feel her blood stir at the Sight of
thisbeautiful man.

The master of ceremonies had finished his explanation of therite: “...which now leaves me with nothing
moreto say than to invite our esteemed Prince Ceimus to make his choice,” he concluded.

Wy, hardly noticing the burning sensation from the dash on hisbody, glanced cautioudy towards Alyd.

Cdimus quietened the excited crowd. “Thisis adifficult choice for me. Cast your eyes among the
beautiful young women of the court and you will seethat every one of them defies being ignored,” he said
grandly.

Magnus, exhausted and sorrowful at how things had turned out, looked at the square of linen on the
grass. He could put a stop to thisincident by smply raising ahand, but after his death there would be no
oneto stop his son and he must consider the repercussions of humiliating Celimus. Magnus knew he
would most likely be dead within days, perhapsthis very night. He needed to pass on Morgraviain a
strong state. If he overruled Celimus now, who knew what might occur and who else—including Vaor of
Briavel—might consider it plausible to attack when the boy was till vulnerable. No, he needed to hold
histongue and alow thisterrible event to take its course. Celimus must ascend to the throne feding
invincible. He was popular with the people after thismost public victory; it would be prudent, for thetime
being, to let deeping dogslie. Despite Magnus's own misgivings about the outcome of this contest, if Wyl
was going to stage a coup then it must be his own decision and happen in hisown time frame. Only
Morgravia mattered now, and thiswould be the old King' sfina sacrifice for hisream. He prayed it
would be the only time Celimus would employ the old rite. Y et, as powerless as he felt, Magnus reached
toward away he might ease the balance of power between new King and Generd in thelight of this
contest. Wyl would not be easily consoled should Cdimus unwisely select Ylenaas his prize. Magnus | eft
his ruminations and returned his attention to Celimus s gallant speech.



“...and so may | ask for the indulgence and indeed forgiveness of dl of these adorable young ladies
today that | can’t choose each and every one of them.” The Prince grinned, his arms sweeping acrossthe
platform where the nobility sat and enjoyed the titter of amusement from the girlswho had clearly goneto
some pains—or at least their sociad-climbing mothers had—to make themselves as dluring as possible.

“| choosethe Lady YlenaThirsk of Argorn,” he said, hisdark eyesfindly coming to rest upon the one
woman who would sooner die than give up something so precious to this fiendish man.

Ignoring her dump-shouldered, bleeding brother and the outraged Alyd Dondl, the Prince walked to
where she stood not far from King Magnus, who had closed histired eyes at the mention of hisward's
name. Celimus ensured his own hand was outstretched gracioudy toward her in what, to the audience,
looked like acharmingly beseeching manner and yet to Alyd appeared purely predatory.

The Prince had no intention of wasting any time. He would take her to his bed this moment and relish the
opportunity not only to loose his passion on someone so comely but to drive ablade into the heart of the
two men he knew hated him more than any. Those who might defy him would learn a hard lesson today
and it would serve them well for when shortly he took the throne.

Cdimus bowed formally. “My lady,” he said, unable to contain the ddight a his conniving brilliance.

“Prince Celimus,” Wyl said, stepping up and bending low before the roya. He turned toward Magnus.
“Y our mgesty, if you'll forgivemy intruson?’

Magnus opened his eyes and nodded, hardly daring to believe that Wyl might have taken hishint asto
how to foil Ceimus splan.

Wyl gtraightened. “ Sire, apologies. | do bdieve there has been amisunderstanding here.”
“Oh?’ Magnus replied, hope suddenly flaring in his heart.

Wyl nodded gravely. He looked at Celimus. “My Prince, as her only living relative, | cannot permit you
to choose Ylena”

Cdimus samilefdtered, turning into asneer. “I’m not sure your familia tiesoverride theroyd clam,
Thirsk. Step asde.”

Gueryn’s eyes narrowed. He had no ideawhat was going on here and he could only pray that Wyl knew
what he was doing.

“No, my Prince, I'm afraid | cannot do that. Y ou are not grasping the full import of what | say. Itisnot |
who forbidsyou to liewith my sgter. It isthelaw of our land.”

Celimus could no longer brook this delaying tactic. He wastired and swesty; lust was dready coursing
through hisveinsfor revenge on the Thirsk family, aswell asthe sweet release that lying with the young
woman who stood before him could achieve.

“Law! Which law would that be. Thirsk?”’

“The sanctified law of marriage, my Prince,” Wyl said, hisface deliberately portraying one of troubled
confusion. “I’'m sorry, sire, did no one here know?’

“Know what?" spluttered Celimus, ooking between hisfather and the increasingly smug expressions of
the Thirsks.



Alyd stepped in. “Perhaps | can explain, my Prince. You see, itis| who forbidsyou to lie with my wife.”
“Your wifel” Celimusroared, hisbody shaking with the rage he now felt.
Gueryn, behind him, began to smirk as he pieced together what must have occurred.

Alyd nodded. “Yes. Ylenaand | are married. Apologiesto all—we thought the loose-tongued priest
would have let the whole of Stoneheart know by now,” he said, grinning and taking Y lenal shand. “We
were too engaged in marital pursuitsto broadcast our happy news, athough we did intend to make
forma announcements later today.”

Wyl thought he might laugh a Alyd' s sugary manner.

“Fetch the priest,” Celimus demanded and a page was sent hurrying to find the man. “1n the meantime,
Y lena, pleasetel me when this marriage occurred.”

Ylena curtsed to Celimus. “ Our wedding took place yesterday, my lord Prince, alittle earlier than
planned.” Shelooked toward the King as she spoke, rather than Celimus,

“And | can certainly vouch that my wifeisno longer avirgin, probably aready with child.” Alyd sad,
ganding abit taler.

“You knew of this?” Ceimus said flatly to Wyl. Hisvoice was harsh and low.

“My Prince, you mugt forgive me. | gladly gave my sister away to her betrothed, an honor that was also
sanctioned by the Crown. | had no inkling that she would be your first choice. But then, asyou yourself
have mentioned, every young maiden hereis deectable in her own right. I know you will have no trouble
choosing another.”

The priest arrived, pale and shaking. His pudgy hands kept moving across his mouth nervoudly.

“Answver meinaword, priest. Did you marry YlenaThirsk of Argorn to Alyd Dond of Felrawthy?’
Celimus demanded.

“Yes,” the priest answered, trembling, then added for good measure, “1n Stoneheart’ s chapd .”
Cdimus closed hiseyes briefly in what looked like pain. “When?’ Histone was acid.

“Y esterday morning, your highness. It was a private ceremony, attended only by the bride, her brother
the Generd, and Captain Donal. Thiswas done in accordance with Generd Thirsk’ swishes,” he sad,
turning to look at the King beseechingly.

“Y ou may depart.” Ceimus responded, barely able to contain hisrage. “ Father, you are legd guardian to
Ylena. | presume you have given your signed permisson to thisunion?’

Magnus considered how best to answer his son without betraying the Thirsk family. He looked toward
Orto and it was his calm and collected secretary who came to the rescue.

“Sre” Orto said gently. “I recal the papers being signed two nights ago. It was a brief session, for you
were very unwell. If my memory serves meright, you put your sgnature to only two parchments. This
sanction was one of them.”

“Ah, there you haveit. son.” Magnus said, but Celimus had aready turned on his hedl and pointed to one
young woman from the nobility, much to the delight of the crowd. He strode away from the Thirsk party.



Wyl glanced toward Magnus, who nodded amast imperceptibly, awry smile of rdlief barely touching his
mouth. Cunning indeed, young Wyl he thought. He turned to his manservant. “Come, Orto. | believe
we have some pressing paperwork.”

“Yes, dre” theman said, his solicitous expression unchanged. “ Allow meto assst you.”



Chapter 8

A recklessmood had hit Alyd and Wyl that evening. With anumber of soldiers, they brokethe Legion’s
drinking record, leaving an increasing number of the men retching in the sireet and doomed to deep
where they had fallen, too intoxicated to help themsdves. Tournament night aone was the only occasion
on which this sort of indiscretion by the Legionnaireswould be tolerated.

“Leavethem,” Alyd called over his shoulder, swerving into Wyl. “Week sods that they are. Now, hear
me, men gill sanding,” he bellowed, “I gave my word to Generd Thirsk that | would take him into the
Alley and have hisfortunetold.”

Sounds of hearty agreement ensued and Wyl, his spirits still soaring from Y lena s close escape, made no
protest at being swept aong on the merry, drunken tide of happy soldiers prolonging their tournament
revelries. He had managed to put behind him Celimus sdiabolical threeat to hurt those he loved, and was
even feding dightly foolish a faling for it. The group wended itsway into the Alley, which wasitsdf ill a
lively hiveof activity.

“Right, lads. We need to find the Widow something or other,” Alyd said, grinning crookedly, eyes vague
and red.

“Widow Ilyk,” Wyl corrected, far lessin his cupsthan hisfriend.
“HFirgt oneto find her getsaslver dukefor histrouble,” Alyd yelled, brandishing the coin.
Soldiers departed in various directions, more out of fun than aneed to earn more coin to drink with.

A smdl boy with a curious smell about him emerged from the crowd and grabbed at Wy’ s shirt.
“Generd, gr, | know where thewidow’ stent is”

“Then you can earn the duke,” Alyd said, unsteady on hisfeet. “Could you take usto it?’

“Follow me,” the boy said brightly.

“How old areyou?’ Wy! asked, suddenly noticing that Knave had appeared with the lad.
“Tensummers, Generd, Sr.”

“Cdl meWyl.”

“I couldn’t, Sir.”

“Thenwhat do | cdl you, young guide?’ Wyl said, ignoring the odd aroma and taking his smd| hand.
The youngster eyed him. “My nameis Fynch, Generd.”

They walked on. Alyd calling to some of the men to stop their search and to follow.

Wyl looked &t the lean child, who had large, seemingly dl-knowing eyes. “Do you livein Pearlis, Fynch?
“Yes, sr. And | work a Stoneheart,” he said proudly.

“I see. And what isyour duty?’

“I’'magong boy, gr,” he said proudly. “1’ ve been cleaning the sewer tunnels at the palace snce | was



four, but I" ve recently been promoted to take care of the royal apartments’ dropholes, so | can assure
you | am earnest in my work.”

“Wel now, that would explain therather individua smdl you carry around with you, Fynch,” Alyd said,
not unkindly. “And you will no doubt be very busy tomorrow, as Prince Cdimus s privy will be getting a
right roya workout tonight, I’ ll wager.”

Fynch did not understand the jest but he joined in the men’ s laughter, thrilled to be in the company of the
General he had admired for severa years, and pleased that thiswas the first person ever who had not
made acomment on how tiny he seemed for hisage.

“Hereweare. Sir.” he said presently asthey came to the tent, which now looked even more mysterious
with its candle lanterns of many-colored glass strung aong the awning, sending flickers of red, blue, and
greeninto the darkness of the Alley.

“Doyou beievein thisfortune-tdling stuff?” Wyl asked him.

“| think the widow doesthis purdy for fun,” Fynch admitted. Then he fixed Wyl with adirect gaze. “ But
if you ask mewhether | believe in some people being able to see things. . .whether some people have the
Sight, thenyes |1 do.”

“Blasphemous child!” Alyd said theatrically. “Look out for Stalkers,” he added but stopped thet line of
jest & Wyl’ s pained expression. “All right, who'sfirst?” Alyd called. The men dl raised their hands at
once and drunkenly pushed into the tent. Alyd flipped the boy the coin. “ Thanks, Fynch.”

“Thank you, Captain,” he answered. “Can | assst with anything ese. Genera ?’
“No. You' ve been most helpful. I’'m surewe' |l see you around the castle.”
“That you will. Would you mind if | waited for you?’

Wyl smiled. He suspected that the boy had no hometo go to. And he was intrigued at how Knave
stayed closeto the boy. “1 don’'t mind at al. Y ou can walk back with uslater. | might need help with my
friend.” He glanced towards where Alyd swayed at the entrance.

“I'll wait out herethen, sr.” Fynch said, seating himsdlf crosdegged on the grass next to the Generd’s
large black dog.

Wyl and Alyd were the last to be seen by the fortune tdller, by which time the rest of the soldiers had
staggered out. still drunk and seemingly none the wiser for the counsdl. It did not surprise their Captain.
No onetook afortuneteller serioudy.

“Fairground tricks. Generd.” he said, adazed grin on hisface. “ All abit of fun for thelads.”
“Comein” they heard the woman cdll.

Wyl threw aresigned expression toward Fynch before he and Alyd pushed open the drapes and entered
the dimmed space within.

“Wecome” shesad.

Wyl stared at the old woman standing before them who called herself the Widow Ilyk. It cameasa



shock to him that she appeared to be blind, her eyes dmost white from whatever afflicted her. The rest of
her face was forgettable. A collection of ordinary features that had seen much weathering by sun and
wind on her travels. Asaresult she was tanned and her skin looked like well-worn leather. She wore no
adornments and her clothes were smple, well-patched garments of dun brown. For some reason he had
expected her to be gaudy of dress and dripping with charms and bracel ets.

It appeared that the same thought had struck the Captain through hisliquor haze. “What, no fancy
costumefor us, Widow?" Alyd feigned disgppointment.

“I'mtired of it,” shereplied, her milky gaze never leaving Wyl. “1 woreit al day. Those clothes are hot
and heavy.” She grinned, revealing gapsin her stained teeth. “ Ah, but the people do enjoy the thesatrics. |
liketo please. Would you prefer that | climbed back into them?’

“No,” Alyd answered, holding up his hands. He looked very unsteady. “No bother. I’ ve brought my
friend here—just for alaugh.” Alyd belched, rocking on his hedls.

Wyl decided it wastime to get him home. Helooked back at the fortunetdler, alittle embarrassed. “Do
you travel alone?’ he asked, for want of anything better to say.

She hobbled toward achair, feding for it. “My niece heps me. Sheisnot herethisevening,” shereplied,
seeming to stare at nothing now. “Y ou two men were here earlier today, weren't you?”

“How can you know this?” Alyd durred, teetering dangeroudy.

“I’'mguessing.” She chuckled to hersalf and changed the subject. *Y oung man, would you be kind
enough to hang the sign you see benegth this table outside my tent? | think | am donefor the night.”

Wyl obliged. When he returned to the dimly lit area where the widow sat, Alyd had placed himself
opposite her and she was holding both of hishandsin her large, wrinkled pair. Blue veinstraversed ther
old journeys across the backs of her hands and her oversized knuckles suggested she suffered the
disease of thejoints.

Asif reading histhoughts, she spoke. “Ah, but the pain in my fingersis bad today.”
Alyd winked crookedly at Wyl. “What can you tell me, old woman?’ he mumbled.
“What would you like to know?’

“Tell me about Captain Alyd Dond, the luckiest husband in dl of Morgravia,” he said expansively, dl but
faling off hischair.

“Wadll, | can seethat you have consumed too much of the King' sfineadetoday. And in thefuturel
envisage amighty headache and fragile humor,” she said, asmile at the edges of her mouth.

Alyd tried to focus on her, his expression confused. “ Do you know, | think you' reright. Widow.” He
hiccuped, asign of impending doom. “Y ou are indeed awoman of insght,” he said, suddenly overcome
by nausea. “Would you excuse me, | think the dewantsto be returned.” And he ran from the tent.

Wyl spun around in surprise to watch him stumble out and then awkwardly turned back to the woman.
He wished he could leave aswell.

She chuckled again. “And so to the quiet friend,” she said, the white eyes resting somewhere over his
shoulder.



Wyl shrugged. What harm could it do? He sat and offered his hands but she did not take them.
Herisked apersona question. “Areyou blind?’

“Almogt. | see everything asablur. Still, | have never needed the sight of eyes.” Thetent felt suddenly il
and tense as Wyl absorbed her meaning. He felt adisquiet take hold. Tak of magic made him uneasy.

She seemed in no hurry. “Where do you come from?’
“Argorn,” hereplied. “And you?’

“Not these parts. My homeisin the far north—alittle-known town called Y entro. Now. what would you
liketo know?’

Wyl shrugged at her question. He was here now and suspected she would not permit him to leave
without some sort of reading. He wanted to say he knew thiswas just for fun but her intent, serious
expression compelled him to play dong. “Why not tel me my fortune?’

“Pah! I'm no sideshow fortunetdler. | put on that act for the revelers.”
Hetook his chance. “ Perhaps | should leave, then?’
“Stay. Youintrigue me. Thereisan auraabout you.”

Now Wyl laughed. He could hear loud, sickly groans coming from Alyd outside and thought it best to
make his departure.

“I promise you. Widow, no one has ever found anything intriguing about me.”
Shedid return hissmilethistime. “Tel me, do you beievein otherworldly things?’
“Such as?’

“Having the Sight.” she said, carefully thistime,

“No. But hereistheregd | owe you for permitting usto visit your tent. | think | must go seeto my
sckening friend.”

Wy pressed the coin into her hands and was taken aback at the alarmed manner in which she shrank
from histouch.

“What' swrong?’ he said, indignant.
Shedid not reply. Instead alow moan issued from her throat.
“Widow!” hecdled. “What alsyou?’

The old woman began to sway and then she spoke a soft, mysterious chant in alanguage Wyl had never
heard.

Herecoiled from her. “1 will leave now.”
She seemed to come out of her strange reverie. “Wait!” she hissed. *Y ou must betold.”

“Told whet?’



“Let me hold your hands.”

“No! | want no part of this. | don’t know why | let mysdlf come heretonight.”
“Because you wererdieved.”

“What are you talking about?’

“That you foiled him,” she answered, her milky gaze locked on his astonished face now.
Wyl sat. “Tell me.” he commanded.

She shook her head, her blank stare moving to look past him. “None of that isimportant. Neither isthe
fact that | know. Only one thing matters.”

Wyl was confused now. “Y ou’ re not making senseto me.”
“Ligtento me carefully. Wyl Thirsk.” she said, her voicelow and grave.
“I didn’t giveyou my na—"

“Hush! | am in much pain and have the strength only to say this once. Pay attention to me. | am aseer
and | speak only the truth to you. Keep your money—I give my advice freely to aman touched by

megic.”

Wyl baked but she grabbed his hand thistime. Her grip was harsh. “Y ou wak a perilousjourney, son,
and on it you are accompanied by something dark and friendless.”

Wy’ seyes narrowed. He felt ahollow openin the pit of his stomach.

“Heed mewdl.” she continued. “It may destroy you or you may use it wisely to your own ends. It hasno
loydties no rhythm of its own. No care for anything but itself.”

“Woman...what are you talking of 7’

“I talk of the Quickening.” she snapped. “It isMyrren’ s gift, which she bestowed on you as she died.
Y ou must take greet care. Wyl Thirsk.”

Quickening? Wyl repeated in hismind. “What isit?’
“Some might consider it acurse but Myrren madeit her gift.”

Until that moment Wyl had never considered that Myrren was anything more than a beautiful and tragic
young woman. To hear this stranger infer that she was empowered was unnerving.

“Her gift tomewasadog,” he sad flatly.
She nodded now. “Heis part of it. Knave will protect you and the true gift she gave.”

Wyl pressed her. “How can you know al of this?” He shook his head, bewildered; how she could know
his name, his dog' s name, even Myrren’s name? He took a steadying breath. “How must | useit?’

“That | cannot advise. It isyour gift to wield asyou seefit.”

“When will | know of its exisence?’



“Itisdready within you. It existsnow.” She coughed raggedly.
“What do | do with it, woman? Tell me!” he begged, frightened now by her words.

“Y ou will know when the time comes, although | see swirling about you awoman of note. She needs
your protection.”

Wyl was baffled. “ Y ou haveto tell meadl that you see”

The widow coughed again and dropped his hands. When she had recovered, she said breathlesdy, “1 see
only this. Those you love will suffer. Keep the dog and itsfriend close.”

The world was spinning for Wyl. He could not tell whether it was the effect of the ale making him
dizzy—athough he felt suddenly sober—or the strange sticks that burned their spicy fragrance in her tent.

“Youlie oldwoman.”

Her voice was hard now when she spoke. “I never lieinwhat | see. Y our friends are vulnerable. Thereis
awoman—she' simportant—who needs your help.”

He wanted to ignore her, wanted to run. Instead he grabbed her arm, caring not for the way she flinched
again from histouch or perhaps from the pain he might beinflicting.

“Get gone, woman. We have no need of you here.”

“Take care, Wyl Thirsk. Beware the Mountains. The other friend | spoke of is aready known to you.
Keep him close”

Wyl shoved her arm aside and strode from the tent.



Chapter 9

Fynch was four when hisfather first pressed him into service as one of Stoneheart’s gong boys. His
wages, a pittance though they were, had hel ped to keep the family from starvation and. although hisdaily
grind was about as unsavory atask as any could imagine, the young Fynch had quickly taken pridein his
work. So much so that his diligence and commitment to hislowly task over the past six years had come
to the attention of the King.

Before hisillness forced him to his bed. Magnus had enjoyed morning walks around the palace, during
which he had come across the hardworking lad. Both were creatures of habit. Fynch found himsdf toiling
in the same place at the same time most days, and likewise the King followed a preferred route through
the grounds. The regularity of their encounters meant that anod of greeting eventually ensued, which
turned into afew polite words and then into adaily discourse, brief but engaging. Magnus, in his later
years, had become interested in the young. It was his eternal regret that he had not played a greater role
in shaping Celimus and that he had. in effect, lost his own child. He had found Fynch. despite hislow
status and serious nature, to be intelligent beyond hisyears.

One summer morning when the uncleared refuse from the roya lavatories had become particularly ripein
the heat, the King had complained to the senescha about the unreliable nature of the youngster in
question and suggested that young Fynch wasthe lad for the task. Fynch was promptly moved from one
of the lowlier tunnelsto the main roya apartments. It was ameteoric rise in status for one so young.
From then on his wages had quadrupled, for the gong boy to the royals was expected to be discreet.

Fynch had taken his promotion very serioudy—as was his way—and there had never since been cause
for complaint with regard to the keeper of the royal dropholes, for either histongue or histoil. But now
that the King had taken so ill, Fynch missed their flegting chats, Magnus did too.

Since his new appointment both of Fynch’s parents had died in a cart accident, leaving the family of four
children with its eldest barely thirteen years old. Like Fynch she was a serious child and took to the task
of caring for her brood with vigor. Fynch’ swages were now of infinite importance to ensure the younger
ones could count on at least one daily meal and he considered himself the man of the family.

Even at ten Fynch remained apainfully dight child. He ate aslittle as the bird that inspired hisname. His
sster, who loved him well, had given up on scolding her brother with regard to his poor egting habits.
Even though she il fretted that if hefel ill the family would perish, she had the sensibility to redize that
Fynch was not driven by hisbelly as were so many lads working around the castle. Y et, in spite of his
woeful leanness and stunted growth, he continued to thrive. His size aso meant he could continuein this
line of work for many yearsyet, which further secured the family’ swell-being.

At thetime of hispromotion to the roya dropholes, Fynch struck up another curious relationship—this
time with abig black dog. It was an unremarkable autumn dawn, misty and chill. But the gong boy was
about hiswork early to ensure the King' s and the Prince sindividua dropholeswere cleared and
freshened before they had risen for the day. While shoveling he had noticed an immense black dog
emerge from around one of the castle walls. The dog had stared at him for along while. He had whistled
to him, knowing this beast looked too well fed and shiny to be awild dog and glad of the smal
digraction from hisfilthy work, but the dog had remained mationless, watching him carefully through
dark, inteligent eyes.

When he did findly approach, he was swift and without warning. The boy had stood his ground but felt
nonethelessterrified.



Thiswas an enormous dog and when he had arrived to stand boldly in front of Fynch, hewas only just
ableto look down upon him. The dog had neither blinked nor flinched when he had tentatively reached
out to touch him. But as he did so he had fdlt as though he were being blinded as atorrent of information
had flooded into him. It took his bresth away and suddenly he had avision of Wyl Thirsk. Thevision had
dissolved as quickly asit had come and he had found himsdf staring into the liquid eyes of the dog.

Taking adeep, steadying breath. Fynch had sat down to regain hiswits. The dog then settled by him and
alowed him to absently scratch his ears and stroke his huge head while he thought about what he had
experienced. When the dog suddenly barked, the huge sound frightened Fynch so much hefell

backward. Asif to reassure him, the dog had licked his face before bounding away. The next day he had
returned for more of the same. Just as Fynch had struck up an unlikely relationship with King Magnus, he
had now become friend to this doe.

Fynch often fdlt, in fact, that the beast could sense his thoughts, athough he would never admit to such a
thing. He was privately convinced that he and the dog did communicate on adeeper level than the
ordinary man-to-beast relationship. It became important to him to learn its name and who owned thisfine
canine and so he followed it back one afternoon and found the dog playing and gamboling around the
red-headed Generd, of all people. More than just coincidence, then, that he had experienced that strange
visgon. Heknew very little of Wyl Thirsk but snce that darming vison and through hisinterest in the

man’ s dog—whom he noticed paid scant attention to anyone in the soldiers yards except the
Genera—he began to learn more about him.

He quickly discovered the dog’ s name was Knave and redized that he did attend afew other people,
including the older soldier Gueryn, the Generd’ s Sgter, and the dways smiling, friendly Captain Alyd
Dond. For dmost every other individud, barring himself, the dog reserved amenacing stare or low
growl.

Fynch was a born observer, unconscioudy absorbing vast amounts of visual and spoken information each
day. Then, without even redizing he was doing it, he would sft through it dl of an evening, taking fromit
what he wished. Although he never used thistalent beyond his own interest, the lad had gathered an
enviable wealth of information on just about anyone who wandered Stoneheart. He knew their habits,
their friends, their lovers. He shared hisinformation with no one, but his memory for detail only grew
more intense as he matured. Fynch redlized he could extract items from years gone by, bringing them into
ingtantly sharp focus.

Over the months since he had befriended Knave—their familiarity now stretching to sharing his midday
meal with the dog—he had begun to loosen from his memories various whispered conversations and
scenesinvolving Wyl Thirsk and had soon produced a comprehensive picture of aman he now liked
immensaly. Finaly he had plucked up the courage to speak with him last night, on the evening of the
tourney, but that was not the first time he had been that close. No, thefirst time he had seen Wyl, hewas
new to histrade as gong boy. The Genera had collapsed at the witch-burning.

Fynch had gone to the scene out of achildish curiosity. It was hisfirst witch-burning and, appaled by the
horror and the excitement of the adults around him, he had quickly decided it wasto be hislast. He was
just four summers when he witnessed the terrible sght but what he saw afterward would make an even
deeper impression on hismind.

Although the soldier. Gueryn, thought no one €l se had witnessed the phenomenon, Fynch, who happened
to be carrying histiny water bag and offered it to help the young man, noticed that when Wyl Thirsk
regained consciousness his eyeswere of achilling and strange hue.

It had frightened him. But the Generd’ s eyes had reverted to their normal color, blue and unremarkable.



He did not know what to make of al that.

Now, a dawn, as he made hisway through the grounds towards the roya dropholes, he mulled over the
previous evening's events. He had been surprised when Genera Thirsk had burst from the tent of the
Widow Ilyk and ordered them back to Stoneheart. The Genera had been distracted and solemn ashe
grabbed his sore-headed friend and with Fynch'’ s assistance had helped the semiconscious Captain back
to the castle, Knave trotting happily ahead.

The Generd had tossed him some coin and thanked him for his help that evening.
“Areyou dl right, Sr?’ Fynch recdled asking, areflex to the man’s suddenly vacant Sare.

He remembered how the Genera, only an hour earlier so jovid, had findly focused upon him. “1 am well.
A little sartled from what | learned.” he had admitted and then fallen abruptly silent as though regretting
he had said as much as he had.

Fynch had ingtinctively understood not to pressfurther. “1 am but alowly gong boy. sr. but | am at your
sarvice at any time of the day or night should you need.”

“Gallantly said, thank you™ he recalled the Genera saying and had flushed with pride a the remark. Then
the soldier had added curioudy. “1 see. Fynch, that my hound has taken to you.”

“Yes, sr. We play together each day.”

“Isthat right?’ the Genera had commented, clearly surprised, adjusting his snoring friend into a prone
position on the grass. “Thisis passing strange.”

“How 90, 9r?’

“Because Knave isddiberately contrary to dl but afew. | can’t explain it better than saying heisjust
short of viciousto amost everyone.”

Fynch had nodded then. “ That’ strue, sir—to al but the people you love.” At thishe recalled that Wyl
Thirsk had stared at him, obvioudy taken aback and so he had quickly added, “1 think he likesto protect
you, Sr.”

“Yes” the Generd had admitted, “heisan odd anima but he likes you well enough, which pleasesme.
for you areagood lad.”

“He hatesthe Prince, gr,” Fynch had suddenly blurted out. “1 sometimes know when the Princeis near
samply by theway Knave behaves.”

The Genera’ s eyes had narrowed. *Y ou notice much for agong boy.”
“Perhaps | should not have said so much. Forgive me.”

He pondered now. as he cameto the roya drophole and immediately set to shoveling, how Wyl Thirsk
had smiled at this and then nodded. “ Good night. Fynch. I’ m sure our pathswill cross again.”

“Seepwdl, gr.” Fynch had said and then watched Wyl hoist acomplaining Captain Dond and throw
him over hisshoulder.

He had continued watching until the Genera had disappeared after afew quiet words with the
gatekeeper and had not been surprised to see afamiliar shape reemerge from the darkness. Fynch had
stepped back into the shadows as much out of sight of the guards doing their rounds as he could.



“Hello. Knave.” he had said quietly. “ Cometo say good night?” The dog had nudged his hand and Fynch
had kndlt then to hug hisfriend. A soft sound had issued from the dog’ sthroat. “I know. Y ou want meto
look out for him, don't you. boy,” Fynch had said gravely, stroking the dog' sears. “ Though | don't
know how.”

The dog had nuzzled closer to the smdl boy and they had remained entwined for afew sllent moments.

“Y ou'd better go now, big fellow. | need some deep too. I’'m working on the Prince’ s drophole
tomorrow. He hatesit if it goes beyond aday or two and | promised mysdlf I’ d clean further up the
channd. Not very nice but it will be fresher for my efforts.” he had mentioned brightly to the dog.

Knave had then growled. Even the mention of Celimus made the dog' s hair bristle.

Fynch came out of histhoughts and sighed to himsdlf. He had made the pact with himsalf that today he
would get on with the muckiest of tasks. Ignoring the eye-watering smell he bent to look up the drophole
that led to the privy attached to the Prince’ s apartments. It was filthy and desperately in need of agood
brushing out.

He put down his shove and after casting aquick glance around he took off his shirt and trewsto reved
hispae, painfully thin body. No point in getting hisclothesal putrid; hissster would scold him harshly

and a least he could wash the muck off his body in the nearby |ake before he went home. He carefully
folded his clothes and tucked them away in asmdl bundle.

At that moment. Knave padded up softly and Fynch brightened.

“Guard my clothes, boy,” he said serioudy and was bemused to see the dog settleitself by his garments.
“I’m going up there. Knave.” he explained, pointing up the drophole. “Nasty work, so don’t distract me,
al right? need to get it done quickly and my body washed because the stuff up there stings my skin. But
I’m very glad you're here—it will help.”

Knave barked playfully once. Fynch was quite sure the dog understood.
“I'll sseyouinawhile” he said, just gopping himsdlf from waving at hisfriend.

He picked up his sturdiest brush and, naked, ducked into the opening. Indentationsin the vertica tunnel
had been cleverly hacked out by the stonemasons of ages gone for this very purpose of climbing to clean.
Fynch flinched as he felt the first cold touch of the dime covering the walls of the drophole. He smiled
grimly in spite of it, taking afierce pleasure that most gong boys only had ashort lifespan at thisjob
because they grew too big for it within ayear or so. Not him, though. Hisal but skeletal frame il fitted
Stoneheart’ s dropholes with room to spare.

Fynch had long ago learned to distract himsdf from the nauseating odor of hiswork. He had taught
himsdlf how to breathe through his mouth but nothing was more effective than his unique ability to lose
himsdlf in histhoughts. He glanced down and saw the outline of Knave s dark head staring back at him
and that made him think of the Generd again.

Climbing inginctively now with dow care he gave himsdlf over to his“information,” asheliked to cal it.
and delved into where he kept his details on the Generd. There was no way that Genera Thirsk should
have lost that contest to the Prince. Even adolt could see that Thirsk had the heir well and truly beaten
and gtill he had yielded. And then that business with the fortune teller later in the evening. That was most
odd. Fynch was sure she was only afairground fake and yet something had happened in that tent to rattle
the Generdl.



He was not that far from the top now and he dowed down to consider the connection he had suddenly
made between the Generd’ s strange behavior last night and that equally odd moment when Wyl Thirsk
had collgpsed at the witch-burning and how his eyes had changed color. Fynch had to admit it.
Curiogties definitely surrounded Wyl Thirsk. not the least of which was his mysterious dog. He had
gleaned from overhearing some of the soldierstaking that Knave was a specid gift from the woman who
had died at the stake, in exchange for hissmdl kindnessto her. As Fynch brushed away the dime helaid
out tidily inhismind dl of the information he had gleaned, including his disturbing experience when hefirgt
touched Knave.

Hisagilemind picked itsway acrossdl that he knew and finaly, disturbingly, it crossed Fynch's
consciousness that perhaps the Genera was somehow touched by an enchantment. The woman who
burned was called awitch, after dl. Fynch did believe in sorcery, though he could never admit to such a
thing to others. Theidea of enchantment waswhimsical, he granted, but it nagged. He continued hisdow
climb upward and as he toiled he came to the conclusion that K nave was somehow part of it. When all
was said, Knave was the witch' s dog.

An enchanted Generd. A fanciful notion, he chided himsdlf but one he could not let go of ashelooked up
to see dim light coming from the smal windows hewn out of the stone walls of the privy above. Soon he
would be ableto dip hisfingers over thelip of the drophole and start his more vigorous cleaning, steadily
moving downward and back to Knave, whom he could sense was still watching him. Just as Fynch was
about to heave himsdlf to the opening, he heard an unmistakable low rumble coming from below. It was
the dog. Knave made many sounds and, as strange as it seemed even to him, Fynch believed he could
understand many of them. It was as though the dog were speaking to him. And this sound was
unmistakably the growl that Knave reserved for Prince Cdimus.

He was warning Fynch that the heir was near.

Fynch ducked to cower in the darkness. Surely the Prince did not need to use the privy now! Worse, he
was afraid of Celimus and wholeheartedly shared Knave sfedingstoward the man. Carefully, Fynch
began lowering himsdlf as he too could now hear footsteps. Hisfirgt thought wasto let go and jump.
Wheatever bresks or bruises occurred, so beit. He could not bear the thought of being caught like a
peeping torn by the Prince—Shar done knew what the man might do to him.

The growl intensified and then Knave fell slent and in that moment Fynch froze. He heard it too. Speech
aswdll asfootsteps—and it was not just one voice. Fynch recognized Celimus but he was talking to
another man and they werein the privy. Why?

He carefully and silently lowered himsdlf to where he thought he was in sufficient shadow to be hidden
and then he listened intently. 1t was uncanny how clearly he could hear them.

It was the other man who was spesking. “—Y es. but why here?’

“Becauseit isthe only place where | fed we can spesk plainly without risk of being overheard.” Celimus
warned. “ The walls are made of thick stone, my friend, but most of them have ears.”

“All right,” said the other. “Y our privy it isthen. Why am | summoned, my lord?’
“Because my sourcestell me you are the best.”
“I am competent in many things, your highness. | wonder to what you are referring?’

“Don’t be glib with me. Koreldy. Y ou are amercenary, am | correct?’



“yYes”
“Andan nfor theright price?’

Therewas a pause and Fynch felt himself holding his breath for fear of them hearing even his heartbest.
Findly the other man replied. “ It depends on who and how much.”

“Severa hundred crowns,” said the Prince without hesitation.

Fynch's eyeswidened in surprise. Even to the wealthiest noble, thiswas afortune.

“Y ou must want this person dead very badly, your highness,” said the assassin, politenessin hiswords
athough it was clear he was not daunted by the Prince.

“I makeno jest. Will you doit?” Celimus sounded impatient and seemed not to have noticed the man's
direct manner.

“When?’

“Soon. | must arrange afew things to ensure your job is easier—see what a considerate employer | am?’
sad Cdimus.

“And payment?’

“Hdf thisvery minute, if you agree. Thegold isin my chamber.”

Fynch heard the other man whistle low and softly.

“Who?" hefindly asked.

“Generd Wyl Thirsk.”

Fynch fdt the shock shudder through histiny frame. Heamost logt hisgrip onthedimy wall.

“Ah, | knew it could not be that easy to earn so much.” the man said, resignation settling into hisvoice.

Fynch could hear Celimus move around the confined space. He was agitated. “He is but one man and
unsuspecting. Surely you can handleit?’

“Yes, of coursel can handleit. your highness.” the assassin replied smoothly. “Thetrick isin feding
comfortable about doing it to aman | respect.”

“How about five hundred crowns—will that help ease your guilt?’ asked the Prince, just ahint of
sarcasm edged in hisvoice.

Again there was Slence as the man consdered.

Cdimusfilled the quiet. “ Y ou arefaling for history, my friend. Wyl Thirsk isno more of ahero than you.
Y ou're from Grenadyn,” he pressed, “how can you care?’

The man replied so softly that Fynch’s excellent hearing had to strainto catch it. “My family isorigindly
from Morgravia, Sre. Before our families moved away from these parts, my grandfather fought with his. |
hear old Henk Thirsk was afearsome warrior and afine commander—apparently this one takes after
him”



“Y ou seem to teke agtrong interest in history,” Cdimus said.
“I remain Morgravian at heart even though | was born across the oceans,” the man said coolly.

“Wall, you hear tdes. I’'m afraid. Thisoneisacoward who throws up hisdinner at the sound of abone
bresking.” Cdimussad.

“|sthat 307’

“Yes. Whichiswhy | want him dead. Heis usdlessto me and threatens the safety and security of
Morgravia. Asamercenary | assume you have no alegiances?’

Fynch presumed the man must have shaken his head because Cdlimus continued.

“Good, then you should fed nothing at his death and | am paying you avast sum of money to suffer no
regret. Wefollow arather quaint and. if | might add. senselesstradition of promoting the Thirsk malesto
Generals without so much as athought to whether they are any good at it. Thisone, it appears, does not
bear comparison to his predecessor you spesk of.”

“Can you not demote him. your highness?’
“Only when| amKing.”

“| gather that may occur soon, my lord.”
“Not soon enough,” Celimus spat.

“I see” the man replied, and again Fynch was amazed at how direct he was with the Prince. “Why not
have him killed by one of your own. then? It seems extravagant to spend so much on aforeign assassin if
the man is so incompetent. Surely one of your own soldiers would do your bidding for one tenth of what
you would pay me?’

Fynch waited, willing his numb fingers to hang on. The mercenary was no idiot and the boy marveled a
the man’s composure in front of the Prince, who intimidated most.

“It would not look good. I'm sure you understand.” Celimus answered, disguising his discomfort with a
harsh chuckle. “1 do not want Wyl Thirsk’ s blood on any Morgravian’ shand. The Thirsk family is
revered and closely connected with my own.”

Fynch imagined the canny mercenary’ s eyes narrowing at this. The Prince’ s reasoning sounded thin.
“What isyour plan?’

“I will brief you shortly. In the meantime | have hired some foreign soldiers to accompany you.”
“Can they betrusted?’

“No. But they will do my bidding or they will not get paid. And they will be paid handsomely for
following my direction. Greed aone bindsthem to us. They will have their own ordersthat do not involve
you. Your task issmple: digpatch Thirsk.”

“Where mugt it happen?’

“Not on Morgravian soil.”



“Hdf now?’ themanfindly said.

“And the other half when | have proof that heisacorpse.” the Prince replied, the familiar dynessback in
hisvoice.

“Agreed.”

“Good. Come, now, let usdrink to our pact.”

Their voices began to recede and Fynch fdlt relief flood as he risked moving hisbody and flexing one of
his hands. He heard the soft growl again and froze: the Prince had returned.

“Pour meone.” Cdimuscaled. “I'll beright out.” he added and proceeded to rid his bladder of its
contents.

Fynch closed his eyes and quickly looked down just before the hot liquid hit his bent head, stinging his
face. In hishumiliation mixed with despair at this newly learned information, he barely heard the soulful
ringing of the cathedra bells, the particular rhythm of which sgnified the death of a sovereign.



Chapter 10

Magnus died in an opium-induced stupor as he gazed absently through his bel oved arched windows into
the cold, bright autumn morning.

The night previous, sensing death was standing at his bedside, he had met with as many of his counselors
as Orto considered important. He had a so met briefly with his son; they had little to say to each other,
athough Magnus had certainly tried to spesk about hisvision for Morgravia, hoping against hopeto
reach his son on someleve where the two might find common understanding.

Hispainful effort wasinvain.

A wintry smile had passed across the Prince sface, as cold asthe heart that beat ingde him, as he once
again wished hisfather a peedy desth. Then he leaned toward Magnus and for one blinding moment of
hope the dying man thought his only son might be offering ahug of farewell. It would be enough, Magnus
had thought in that shining second of anticipation. And then he had grimaced wryly as he redized how
wrong he was—indeed how desperate he was for his son’slove. The King’ swas adark smile of sudden
and complete acceptance. 1t was hisfina surrender to the sickening notion that he truly hated Ceimus as
muchin return.

The young man had bent only to tug on hisfather’ s hand, pulling vicioudy at the large ring that bore the
sed of Morgravia. The sovereign fdt the bile riseto histhroat.

“Y ou have no further need for this. Father.”

Magnus had then summoned such awithering look it had made Cdimus step back. His son’ sreaction
had given the King afinal sense of power. “And your reign will be cursed. Y ou will die hated as| make
my fina prayer to Shar that your crown is somehow wrested from you. Get awvay from me! Let mewalk
toward Shar looking at the pal ace dogs rather than you. Leave!”

“I'm gone, you usdless old fool. By nightfall the kingdom will be mineto do with as| pleaseand | swear
to you, Father, it will bear no resemblance to your weak reign. My mother was right. Y ou are a peasant.
Good riddance to you and al who swore fedlty to you.”

Celimus had departed then but not before he dliberately paused to spit a hisfather. “That' sal you' ve
ever meant to me. Dielonely and with the thought that Wyl Thirsk will fast follow.”

And Magnus, too helpless now to even call loud enough for arunner to Wyl, had watched in horror as
the Prince strode gracefully from his chamber, leaving behind his sdiva, which did down hisfather’ sface
and mingled with the tearsthat fredy came.

When Orto had arrived a short whilelater he found the King dipping away. His servant knew it would be
only minutes now. With his knack for making intuitive decisons. Orto had sent his speediest pageto fetch
Wyl Thirsk and asecond runner for the physic, who arrived firgt.

“I can give him adraught that will send him peacefully on hisway.” the man had offered.
“Doit after Thirsk arrives.” Orto suggested.
The physic nodded and silently went about his business of preparing the letha concoction.

Wyl arrived breathlesdy and Orto welcomed him softly. “I think I'm right in suggesting. Generd, that



yours might be the last face our dear King Magnus might wish to look upon before he leaves us.”
“Cdimus?’ Wyl asked, knowing it was an empty question.

Orto shook his head. “They have spoken. It left him disturbed. Please, Generd, the physic would like to
give him adraught to soothe the pain and make his journey end.”

Wyl nodded, his chest tightening with sadness. He knelt by the large canopied bed and took his
sovereign’ shand. He kissed it reverently.

“Sire, itisWyl.”

Magnus struggled through his rapidly vanishing wits to reach the brightness where daylight shone and
beloved Wyl Thirsk’ sface smiled crookedly at him through damp eyes.

“My boy. my son,” he whispered, trying to squeeze Wyl s hand in return but knowing hefailed.

The physic handed Wy! the cup and nodded. Inside was a shallow amount of adark, strong-smelling
liquid.

Wyl held the cup to the King' s mouth. “Drink, sre.”
Magnus knew what it was. “Y es, time for meto cross over, Wyl,” he mumbled.
“Now you and my father can be together again,” Wyl whispered, holding back histears.

The King swallowed the contents of the cup and his head fell limply back against the cushions. The
physic was dismissed by Orto. The King turned, eyes suddenly blazing with clarity.

He spoke hdtingly asif each word pained him but he was clear from the dur that plagued only moments
earlier. “Wyl, the blood promise | made you give years ago, | takeit back, al of it. Y ou know what |
speak of. Y ou adone have the power to take Morgravia. The Legionisloya to you.”

Wyl looked toward Orto, shocked by what the King said. Orto’ s expression glimmered with triumph.
Wyl hoped hisloydty wastrue.

“Sire, you must not speak of such treachery. Please—I—"
“Notime! Get Ylenaaway. He meansto kill you. Leave now—"

TheKing' svoicetrailed to murmurings and then nothing. His eyes stared blankly over Wyl s shoulder as
he took onelast look at the bright sun shining on Morgravia. A find shuddering breath issued from his
sunken chest and then he was gone.

“I must fetch the priest,” Orto said quietly.
“Orto—"

The man turned back. “1 am loya to Magnus, not to Cdimus, sir. | heard nothing but the shallow
breathing of a man drifting in the poppy seed liquor to hisdeath.”

“I aminyour debt.”

“I will beleaving the palace, sir. Soon it will not be asafe place for meto be. Y ou may careto take
smilar precaution. | shdl find away to send word of my whereabouts, should you ever have need of



contacting me.”

A look passed between them over the corpse of Magnus.

Wyl stood and shook Orto’s hand. “1’ [l send word for the cathedra bellsto be rung.”
Orto nodded. “ Good luck, sir—until we meet again.”

Fynch shivered, histeeth chattering againgt the biting chill of the lake. He had scrubbed hisbody raw of
Ceimus and till he kept ducking his head undernegth the surface until it ached so much hefelt hiseyes
might pop. And all the time Knave paced at the water’ s edge, agitated and barking over the sound of the
bleak drone of bells.

“I’'m coming,” Fynch called through numb lips, hismind like stew after the shocking revelation he had
overheard.

Would Thirsk believe him? Likely not. His story would sound too farfetched. And him just agong
boy—who would listen to him? Knave barked again, louder thistime, and Fynch swvam hisweary way to
the bank, using the dog’ s strong tail to heave himsdlf out of the water. Ashe did so the vison blazed in
hismind again: it was Generd Thirsk, asword being pulled from him, thelight dyingin hiseyes. It
vanished and his head hurt once more. A fresh wave of nausea shuddered through histiny frame and the
boy retched. Earlier panic had madeit hard for hisnormally agile mind to think coherently. He knew to
wait until the dizziness disspated.

Knave srough tongue licked the droplets of water from him repeatedly. The dog' s breath was warm and
gradudly Fynch found hiswitsagain, coming out of the frightening vison. Hishead pained him but he
ignored it. rubbing himsdf vigoroudy with his shirt before he pulled on damp clothes. Therewasnotime
to lose. Convinced now that hisvison was awarning, a premonition, Fynch knew he had to find Wyl
Thirsk, tel him what he had overheard, and somehow make the Generd believe him.

“Come, Knave. Let’'sfind him,” he said, knowing he would berisking hisjob by entering the main palace
grounds. It mattered not. The life of aman he was mysterioudy connected to was at stake and he done
knew.

The dog bounded off and Fynch ran behind, not knowing he was aready too late.

Wy paused outside the new King's chamber. Celimus had not even had the courtesy to wait for his
father’ sbody to coal. Tradition required him to hold off claiming kingship quite as blatantly until theold
King had been laid out in the cathedral. He should wait until the stone had been laid on the tomb to be
actudly crowned but Celimus stood on no ceremony. He wanted the crown so badly, Wyl imagined, it
was probably aready glinting on hishead.

It had been only an hour since he had kissed the dead face of Magnus. In that short time, the body had
been washed, presumably would now be moved to the chapel, and Celimus had apparently swept into
power and hisfather’ s chambers. It was sickening.

Wyl took a deep breath and wondered what Celimus was up to by summoning him so soon. He wished
Alyd was there to accompany him. but he had not been ableto find hisfriend, not evenin his
chambers—which was odd considering Alyd' s state the previous eve. Y lenatoo was elusive; perhaps



she had been cross at her husband’ s drunkenness and taken hersalf off on a shopping expedition in the
city. More worrying was the news that Gueryn had been posted north during the night. Wyl was
extremey unhappy about thisand felt guilty that he had been reveling with his soldiers and therefore
unable to prevent the sudden departure of his mentor. The posting had the King’ ssignature on it but it
smelled wrong to Wyl. Magnus would have been in no fit state to be signing off on digpatch orders. That
piece of maneuvering had Celimus stamped dl over it and Wyl meant to get to the bottom of it. Celimus's
threat to him at the tournament began to niggle anew at hismind.

The soft fragrance of winterblossom wafted in through an open window and reminded Wyl of former
days—happier times—when he had stood at these massive oak doors awaiting entry to see King
Magnus. Now the King was dead, taken by Shar’ s Gatherersto be with Fergys. he hoped. Wyl felt
alone indeed as one of the doors opened and aman he recognized as one of Celimus' s most loyal
servants stepped out.

“Atlagt,” theman said. “ The King does not like to be kept waiting.”

Any number of retorts sprang to Wyl’ slips but he bit them back. This one did not warrant his attention
and 0 he gave thefelow alook of disdain.

“Hurry up. then. Announce me.”

The doors were opened fully and Wyl stepped insde to wait. His gaze was drawn to the carved
keystone he had marveled at as achild. Once again he was reminded that the fire-breathing warrior
dragon signified he had entered the private domain of a King—»but thistime, one he detested. The man
returned soon enough, ascow! settled on hisface.

“King Cdimuswill sseyou now.”

Wyl ignored him and strode past to where another servant led him into the study.
Wyl kndlt, hiswhole being privately protesting a having to pay homageto Ceimus.
“My King.” he said, not looking up but glad his voice was firm.

“Ah, Thirsk.” Cdimusdid not invite him to stand. Wyl could just see the feet of an aide step up to the
King, who had obviously motioned for him. Celimus whispered something and then the feet disappeared.
Wyl remained knedling, saying nothing athough he heard other people had, as quietly as possble, arrived
behind him. Out of respect, soldiers were required to remove al wegpons when in the private chambers
of theroyas. He wished now he had not observed the protocol so honestly. Gueryn had oft warned him
to conced asmdll dagger.

As Cdimusfinaly stood and waked around him, Wyl was grabbed. He struggled vaiantly, crushing a
nose with the back of hishand. That assailant staggered backward, and Wyl then bent low enough to
fling another over his own back. He swung around ready to face the enemy only to fed the razor-sharp
tip of asword at histhroat. Hefelt it break his skin.

“I wouldn’t.” its owner said smoothly and Wy, perceptive to such things, picked up a Grenadyne accent.

While men Wyl did not recognize chained hiswrists and ankles, the stranger’ s smile never |eft hisface
nor did he remove his blade until the General was twisted around to face the King. Wyl now looked
more closely at hisburly attackers; their beards and the way they wore their hair marked them as
foreigners. He dragged his gaze away from them as the King spoke.

“I"'m wondering, Wyl, how loyd you are,” Celimus commented from the large picture windows at which



he stood.

“I am sworn to give my life for Morgraviaand her citizens, sire” Wyl answered, breathing hard with fury
at thistreatment.

“That'sdl well and good. But anew King must surround himself with people trueto him first and
foremost. | cannot have my own Generd plotting against me.”

Wyl wasdlent.

“Speak fredy,” Celimus encouraged. “They don't care.” he said, shrugging and gesturing towards the
foreigners. “They areloyd to money only.”

“I amyour servant, gre. | am your Genera and yoursto command.”

Celimus smiled now and Wyl hated him for that sudden easy way he could become so casud and
friendly.

“That' s good. Wyl. It seems both our fathers had high hopes that we might run the realm asthey did. Do
you think it might work asthey dreamed?’

“I see no reason why not. your majesty.” Wyl said, glancing around again, wondering at his optionsfor
escape. His mind was aready racing to how he could get word to Y lena. Old Magnus had been right to
warn him. Cdimus knew Wyl was dangerous smply by the power he held over the soldiers of the
Legion. Wyl had been the one too dow to recognizeit. And now here he was, helpless and captive.

“Wadl, I'm impressed by your optimism, Generd. But | need something more than words. Words sound
hollow when there is no action astangible proof of sincerity.”

“How may | proveit, Sre?’

“Smple. | haveamisson for you, Wyl. And if you can carry it off successfully for me, then | think you
will have gone along way toward proving your words are not empty. | realize we can never be friends
but | would vaue your loyd service”

Wyl nodded. “Tell mewhat you wish meto do.”
“Please, at.” Cdimus said, waving his beefy henchmen back.

WyI preferred to stand but felt it was best to do as he was told. He noted Celimus remained standing by
the window, looking out into one of the small courtyards. He dso did not give any order for Wyl’s hands
to be released.

“It' sadelicate mission that requires your touch—or at least your family name,” Celimus said, not turning.
“| want you to lead asmal company of men into Briavel and win an audience with King VVaor.”

Although hetried not to, Wyl knew he showed his surprise at the audacity of what Celimus suggested.
The King continued. “Y ou will make him an offer.”
Now Wyl wasintrigued. “What ismy offer, Sre?’

“An offer of marriage between mysdf and Vaor’ s daughter. Vaentyna Heis an old man now and would
see the sense of joining our two realms, for no young roya—especialy one asflighty as| gather she
is—would choose war over peace and prosperity. | alone can give her that security. Or | can bring her



interminable grief as| will sysematicaly wagewar on her realm until it fals”

Celimus stopped talking and turned around, his dark gaze resting languidly on the Generad. Wyl felt
srangdly heartened. Was he redlly hearing right? He saw the King was patiently waiting for his response.

“Y our maesty, your ideaiisinspired,” he admitted. “It would bring peace after centuries of war,” he
added, hating that he was stating the obvious and yet till unableto contain his pleasure. “1 will gladly take
thismisson and | will not fail you, sire.” Wyl stopped, redizing he was gabbling.

“I’'m glad you like my plan,” Celimusreplied, looking at one finely manicured hand.

Wy’ sbrow creased again. “But why did you think you' d need to bind and subdue meto hear such a
promise?’

Celimus glanced up. “Because | don't trust you, Thirsk, that’ swhy.”
“And do you now?’

“Perhaps. | have assembled the company you will take with you.” He looked past Wyl’ s shoulder and
nodded. “Y ou’ ve aready met Romen Koreldy. | have appointed him your second.”

Wyl'sgaze fell again upon thetall stranger. The man had dark festures although his eyeswere of a
particular Slvery gray. They had alaughing quality to them. Hair dropped thickly to his shouldersand a
closdly trimmed moustache followed the line of his neat, wide mouth. When he spoke his salutation it had
the same amused qudity initstimber that his eyes held. Thiswas aman who was clearly comfortablein
his own skin; confidence and surety seemed to ooze from him.

Wyl stood. “Alyd Dond ismy Captain, your mgesty.” he said quietly, firmly, swinging back toward
Cdimus

“Not on this senstive mission, Wyl. Infact you'll be taking none of the Legion with you.”
“Y ou would send meinto an enemy kingdom without my own men. Sre?’

Cedlimus opened the window. “ Entering our enemy’ s kingdom so boldly is precisdy why we will not send
Morgravians other than yoursdlf. The mere presence of the Legion would be like aspark to kindling. |
cannot risk it.”

“And you trust foreignersto the task?” WYyl said, looking again toward Romen Koreldy, who smiled
back, his manner infuriatingly relaxed.

“Y ou are no foreigner, Wyl—you are a proud son of Morgravia. The foreignerswill be briefed and fat
purses await each on their return from a successful misson.”

Wyl wondered if it was hisimagination that Celimus s grin had anew wolfish qudity to it. Mercenaries,
Wyl thought, grimly. Both our fatherswill turnin their graves.

He sat hisexpression gravely, bracing himsdlf for the repercussion of what he was about to say. “No,
gre” hesad. “I regret but | cannot do thiswithout the men | trust around me and | must recommend that
you reconsder thisplan.”

Celimus' s voice was now laced with asharpness. “ Thisis not about you or what you want.” he snapped.
“Thisisabout achieving peace between two realms through a strategic marriage. Y ou are its negotiator.”

Wyl brigtled. “I am asoldier, sire, not a politician. Perhagps | am the wrong man after dl.”



Cdimus shook his head as though in the presence of a stubborn child. “Vaor will trust no other name. He
may be our enemy but hisrespect for your father iswell known.”

“And yourstoo, sre.” Wyl countered. “It might be more appropriate for you to go in person and ask her

Celimus swung around from the window now. He could no longer disguise hisanger. “Areyou afraid.

Wyl?

“No, sre. I'mjust not stupid,” Wyl said, instantly regretting his choice of words and what they intimated.
He pressed on. “ These men are strangersand | do not trust them with my life or anyone else's”

“Andif | guaranteed your safety?” Celimus asked. Wyl opened his mouth to speak and then shut it again.
He knew now thiswas atrap. “I have, of course, sent a diplomatic messenger ahead to request Vdor's
cooperation in entering into peaceful talks with my envoy.” the King added.

Wyl shook his head, determined not to show the shock he felt that Celimus had obvioudly begun
orchedtrating this plan when King Magnus was il dive. Trugting Cdimus was laughable. Hewas as cold
and as unpredictable asasnake. “I regret it. but no, your mgesty. | will not head thismission for you
under these circumstances and | would respectfully warn—"

“And thisisyour finad answer?’” Celimusinterjected.

Wyl nodded, fearful now of what his decision might promote, but he remained resolute. He would risk
neither hisoffice nor hisfamily name congpiring with mercenaries.

Cdimus sghed draméticaly. “As| thought. So now we must find new ways to encourage your loyalty.”
Throwing open the other window, he turned to the burly men standing near. “Bring him.” the new
sovereign commanded.

Wyl was dragged to the window, his eyes helplesdy drawn to what had previoudy held the rapt attention
of Cdimus. Kneeling at ablock was aman. Above him stood an executioner, his hands on alarge axe.
the blade resting menacingly between hisfedt.

The prisoner’ s hair was grabbed, his head pulled back. Wyl felt hiskneesbuckle. It was Alyd staring
back at him pitifully from a shockingly swollen and bruised face. He recognized Wyl and through puffy,
smashed-up lips he managed to scream Y lend s name before one of his keepers cuffed him hard. The
fight went out of the prisoner and he was dragged back from his prone position in the dust where he
coughed out more teeth and blood. Once again Alyd' s head was forced to the block.

Not even the memory of Myrren, which came sharply back into hismind, could frighten Wyl as much as
hefdt at this moment.

“My King, please, | beg you—" Wyl cried.
“Too late, Genera Thirsk. | am not someone to betrifled with.”
Cdimus raised hishand.

“Cdimus!” Wyl beseeched, forgetting protocoal. * For the love of Shar, man! That’ sthe captain of the
Legion out there. Heisloya to Morgravia. Hisfathe—think of hisfamily, my King, | beg of you.
Ferawthy would give hislife for you. Alyd must be spared.” He knew he was blathering.

A choked cry from Alyd caling Wyl’ s name urged him on, his heart beating hard with panic.



“| gave you atask, you denied me your service,” Celimus explained, amost gently asonewould to a
child.

“My lord King, if you would alow meto take my own good men. then I—"
“I don’'t make bargainswith my Generd, Wyl. Y ou forget that you serve me.”

Wyl opened his mouth to say something. His mind was spinning with what he could possibly negotiate but
it was aready too late. Celimus had no intention of sparing Alyd'slife. Thiswasdl aruse. He had meant
to have him killed from as early asthe moment he found out hisintention to bed Ylenahad been
thwarted.

Wyl watched with horror asthe King's hand dropped, giving the signal. His eyes switched with terror
toward the courtyard, where an axe rose and then fell. Wyl watched, mute and devastated as hisfriend's
lifewas cut tragically short. Even the use of the axe was an insult to hisfriend’ s noble status.

A choked sob escaped him. “Y ou evil bastard!” His voice broke as he shouted a Celimus, struggling
againg the men who held him and the chains that prevented him from striking out.

Celimus had barely batted an eyelid at what he had witnessed. “It’ s your fault that he had to die, Wyl. If
only you had followed your King' sinstructions without question—isn't that what you' re supposed to do?
Is't that what your father did for mine?’

“My father did not follow the orders of alunatic.” Wyl spat, redizing too late how calamitous hiswords
were as hismind raced toward how to keep his sster safe, how he might negotiate with this crud,
bloodthirsty man.

At Wyl'sinsult. Cdimus turned back to the window and gave another signal.

Only then did it occur to Wy! that his Sster was no longer safe. “Whereis 'Y lena, Ceimus?” Wyl
whispered, petrified.

“Right here.” the King replied, menacein hisvoice.

Wy dared to look out again and despair wracked his body for the second time as he saw his distraught
sster being pushed into the courtyard. She saw her husband’ s headless body dumped against the block
and she began to scream.

Fynch stopped running abruptly as hismind svam with avison of blood. We ‘re too late, Knave, too
late! he screamed inwardly and dumped against Stoneheart’ s cold walls, his distress too much for him to
bear as he succumbed to asmall boy’ stears. His four-legged companion seemed to understand and
alowed Fynch to bury hishead against him.

“Don't do this. Cdlimus.” Wyl was begging now as he watched Ylenadipping in Alyd’ sblood asthey
carelesdy booted her husband’ s body aside. Alyd's corpse toppled to the dust and Y lena had to step
around his legs before they pushed her face toward the wet block. He could see her body shaking as she
stopped her screaming and began to wall.

“I've had her dressed in virgina white. Anironic touch, don’'t you agree?’ Celimus asked.



The King raised hishand to give the sgna and Wyl begged harder, straining againgt the hands that
restrained him. At alook from the King the men holding him loosened their grip to dlow himto fal to his
knees. He did not even notice the pain as hefell.

“Celimus. | beseech you. Spare her. | will do whatever you ask.”
“Whatever | ask, en?’

Wyl nodded mutdly, blood from where he had bitten his own lips mingling with the hel plesstears
streaming down hisface.

“Dear me. look at the state of you. General. Oneitem of sorrow in your life and you fal apart. | wonder
what your father would think of you?’ Ceimus said, deliberately rubbing sat into the wound. “How can |
possibly believe you are the man to watch out for the security of Morgravia?’

Wyl could not focus on anything but winning areprievefor hisbeloved Ylena. If Cdimusasked himto
chew off his own hand, he would try—anything but bear witnessto her being hurt again.

“I am. gre,” he beseeched. “1 am the right man. | will do thisjob. | accept your mission.” He broke down
again as he spoke the words.

“Onyour Sgter’slife, yes, you will!” Cdimus said vicioudy. He turned back to the executioner. “ Take
her back!”

Ylenawas roughly pulled back to her feet, her face and gown soaked with Alyd’ sblood. Shewas
dternating between shrieks and whimpers now. Cdimus laughed.

Wyl gathered himsdlf and took arisk by caling out to her. “Remember who you are, Ylena. Asone!”
Shedid not even look up at the family motto being caled.

Cdlimus was highly amused by her state. “Wait! Make her carry her husband' s head back to the
dungeons. He can keep her company, and tell her if she dropsit, she'll beflogged.” He turned back to
Whyl. “I’'m glad you saw reason. Y lenawill remain in the speciad accommodation | have chosen for her
until you complete the mission we have discussed. Isthisclear?”’

“Yes’ wasal Wyl could trust himself to say astears began to dry on his cheeks. He made himsdlf
remember the sensation of the sdty rivulets hardening on hisface. It would remind him of Alyd. One day
Wyl would avenge his degth by killing Cdimus.

Magnus had darmed him just hours ago by echoing his own conviction that Cdimus mugt dieif
Morgraviawas to be saved. Wyl looked at the new King now with renewed hate and knew he done
would be the one who must do it.

“Excdlent.” Cdimusreplied. “| have aready taken the liberty of briefing the men. and have sent a
messenger to Briave to advise of your impending arriva. Y ou leave immediately. Romen will accompany
you to the stables. Don’'t worry about packing, it has aready been arranged.”

“May | seeYlena?’

“No. You will see her when you return. Until then, she remains aguest of Stoneheart’ s dungeons.
Quedtions?’

“What if Briavel isnot disposed to your proposa, Sre?’



“Then you will havefaled me, Generd, and not only yoursbut Y lend slifewill beforfeit, aswill your
wedlth and landownings.”

All that mattered was saving Y lena.

“Anything ds=?’ Ceimus asked politely.

“Yes” Wyl said, trying to think straight. He gritted his teeth before he spoke.
“Gueryn. | will need to get word—"

“Ah.” Cdimus said with ahint of regret. “I should have mentioned this before, Thirsk. My father asked
your friend, le Gant. to go on aspecial mission deep into the Razors. A task requiring experience but
aso. | suspect, involving certain desth. Le Gant, to his credit, accepted the mission without hesitation—a
brave man indeed.”

It wasthefina crushing blow and Wyl could not hold in hisgasp. “ Thisissurely ajest,” hesad, eyes
wide with disbelief “What specid misson? Why was| not told about it?” he demanded.

“A secret mission,” Celimus repested. “Not everything, Generd, is cleared through your office.” His
voice wasfilled with sarcasm.

“Guerynisnot dead,” Wyl affirmed.

“Not yet,” the new King said, and Wyl knew now that Celimus had him completely. Once more he
recalled Cdimus sthrest at the tourney and realized now that it had been atrue warning.

Magnus was dead. Alyd was dead. His sister had been imprisoned and, Shar forbid, his beloved Gueryn
had been sent on a death mission.

Wyl’sworld fell apart. He nodded and bowed his head, refusing to bear witnessto the King'sglee.



Chapter 11

The company moved out of Soneheart’ s eastern gate in afrigid silence. Celimus had masterminded his
plan with brilliance and al news of Alyd Dond’sdegth. Y lena simprisonment, and the coercing of
Genera Wyl Thirsk was contained. Meanwhile, the city bells continued to mourn the desth of amonarch
and Morgravia s proud flag was being lowered in repect for the passing of agreat man. Five officia
days of mourning prior to the King'sfull ceremonia buria would now take place. Thiswould include the
closure of dl drinking houses, eateries, brothds, and indeed any establishments of entertainment.

Any nonessentia workplaces would close. Throughout the Kingdom no animalswould be daughtered
during the coming five days and Morgraviawould live on vegetables and pulsesin afurther sgn of
respect. People would not be about the city. The dwellers of Pearlis would be encouraged to remain at
home or attend chapel to pray for the soul of Magnusto speed it to Shar.

They should be rushing to church to pray for deliverance from Celimus, Wyl thought bitterly ashe
steered his horse through the great stone tunnel and beneath the gate. Celimus’ stiming was perfect. The
fact that Morgravians would be off the streets and Stoneheart had effectively become a ghostly place
meant no one of any note knew this party had | eft.

That is, al except asmall boy and alarge dog who followed at a safe distance. Fynch had cautioned
Knave to stay quiet when he noticed the dog' stail wagging as Wyl passed by. As usua Knave appeared
to understand the warning and now they moved at their own pace, keeping the last rider’ sdust in sight.
Fynch’'s plan was to catch up to them by nightfall and he aso hoped by then he would have found away
to convince Wy of the truth of the plot he had overheard.

Fynch had gotten word to his sister not to worry about him. He had recently been paid so he knew the
family would be finefor awhile. He had run dl the way home to fetch the family mule, their only ass,
and pack astock of dried food. oats, and water. Fynch had no idea how long he might be gone or what
indeed he might be able to do. All he could think about right now as he followed discreetly was reaching
Wyl and warning him of thetrap Cdimus had laid.

Stoneheart was behind them now and the signal was given to increase the pace.
Fynch noted that the horses quickly put more distance between them.

“Come on then, Knave, we must stay with them, boy.” He moved his hedls against the mule and the
sweet-natured beast obeyed hiswishes and broke into a canter. Knave bounding easily ongside.

At the head of the column, Wyl rodein stony silence next to Romen Koreldy. Everyone except Wyl was
armed, dthough there was no further need to hobble him. Celimus knew Wyl would give full cooperation
with hisbeloved sster as security.

“Thirsk, thisisnot persona,” Romen findly said when they were resting the horses with atrot.
“Itisfor me” Wyl snapped.

“I understand. I’'m sorry about your friend.”

“Why would you care?’



“Because it was unnecessary, frivolous even. No man should lose hislife for awhim. It was obvious that
you would have agreed to dmost anything if Celimus had smply threatened your sster. If it means
anything to you, it Sckened me.”

“Y ou don't know the new King as| do, stranger. He has no scruples. If there' san ugly way to do
something, that’ sthe way he prefers. Killing Alyd was settling an old score—it was convenient that it
looked to be serving the purpose of coercing me.” Wyl looked away, disgusted.

Romen nodded. “1 see. We have acode, us mercenaries. WeKkill only if it pays.”

“I am the Generd of the Legion of Morgravia, stranger. Mercenaries are the dung that clingsto the
bottom of our boots.”

The man sighed. “Y es. it would seem that way, athough it aso seemsthat we have our placein the
world, doing the unsavory tasks that you more superior soldiers prefer not to take on.”

Wy’ s head snapped back to look upon the handsome foreigner with the easy manner. “1 do not kill for
money.” he pat.

Romen smiled sadly. “ Oh, we al ultimately kill for riches of some sort. It' sjust amatter of perspective,
Thirk.”

“Who are you, Koreldy?’

“Just someone who fell by theway. Let’sjust say | wasn't cut out for traditional soldiering. Our two
grandfathers fought together, by the way—my background isMorgravian.”

Wyl was surprised. “ All the more reason for you to find thistask despicable.”
It annoyed WYyl to see the man grin. There was no unkindnessin it. Just awryness he could not interpret.

“Y ou need me, Wyl Thirsk, because I’'m the only one who can control thislot following us. Don't look
upon me with such disdain—we are not so different, you know. | don't care for Celimus stactics much
but | agree with what he’ strying to do. Morgraviaand Briavel will end up destroying each other without
this marriage, leaving themsel ves open to genuine threet from the north. Hisrationaleis sound but | admit
the way your new King goes about hisbusinessis certainly brutd.”

Wyl grimaced. “He salunatic.” Anger boiling again, he changed the subject. “What do you know about
the threat from the north?” He hoped Koreldy might throw some light on Gueryn’ s chances of surviving
this deeth misson.

“I know Cailech grows strong and more confident by the day. He will test hisarmy. The raids will
become more bold, more frequent. Mark my words.”

“A barbarian will not take Morgravia,” Wyl countered. “ Even someone as deranged as Cdimus will not
permit it. He has an intense didike for Cailech anyway. I’m not sure how it has grown to such afestering
sore but he hates the barbarian—been tdling us dl for yearshow he'll rid us of him once he became

King.”

“Don’t be too sure about what the Mountain King is capable of. He is far more sophisticated than you
give him credit for,” Romen warned.

Wy’ s voice sounded condescending. “Y ou know thisfirsthand, of course.”



“Asamatter of fact. | do.” Romen replied, not at all offended at his companion’stone.
“You'vemet him?’

The mercenary smiled againin hisdisarming way. “| fought dongside him for awhile.” Before asurprised
Wyl could pursue the conversation. Romen had called the men to pick up the pace again.

And soit went. For afew hours Wyl was ableto let go of the powerful grief that he felt so assaulted by.
alowing Romento tak in his carefree style about life amongst the Mountain Dwellers. He was impressed
with the man’ s knowledge and the sheer audacity of how he had navigated hisway into Cailech’s
stronghold.

“So where isthe famous rock fortress—does it even exist?” Wyl wondered aloud.

“Oh, yes, it exigts, and impressiveit istoo. If you could ever seeit, you'd be surprised by its
sophigtication.” Wyl looked a him, was tempted to smirk but could see Romen meant what he said. “I
hope you do seeit, just so that you know I'm not aliar.”

“But why were you there? | thought it was forbidden for any stranger to even get within leagues of the
fortress”

Romen hesitated and his expression darkened momentarily. “Oh, family business,” hereplied, not
convincingly, Wyl noted, and stored it away. “I’m from Grenadyn, as you know. We traded with the
Mountain Dwellers. Let’sjust say | managed to find mysdlf on reasonable speaking termswith Cailech.”

“Will you tdl meabout him?” Wyl wasintrigued.

“He san enigma.” Romen grinned. “| think | recognize some of my own traitsin Callech but heis
certainly someone you wouldn't want to make a hasty judgement on.”

“What do you mean by that?’

“That he’ sunpredictable.” He shrugged. “ Cailech islarger than life. He' s heroic and devoted to his
people. That makes him dangerousif he's crossed or senses any form of betraya. He rewards loyalty
and winsit easly from hiswarriors. Heis at once easygoing and relaxed but in the next bresth will trap
you with cunning.”

“Goon,” Wyl urged.

“What else can | tell you? He thinks deeply on most subjects. His decisions might appear impetuous but
they are often far fromiit, yet his persondity is spontaneous. Helives by ingtinct.”

Wyl blew his cheeks out. *'Y ou sound impressed with him.”

“| am. Believe me. | don’t know another who can be as ruthlessto his enemies as heisgenerousto his
own. | fear for histemper, though. He can be more crud than you can imagine if someone has crossed
him or hefedsthreatened. But hiscreed isredly quite smpleand | admirethat. Mostly | admire his
subtlemind. Heisintdligent enough for ten men.”

“A Mountain Dweller.” Wyl mocked gently.
“Don’'t befooled. Wyl. Thisisno ignorant, ale-swilling barbarian. Thisisaman born to be King.”

Wyl pondered the advice. “What can you tell me about the fortressitself?’



Romen laughed. “Penty, but it would be a betrayal for meto tell Cailech’s enemies his secrets. He paid
mewd| for my service. In return he enjoys my discretion.”

“A mercenary with moras.” Wyl jeered.

“You'll besurprised.” the man replied softly. “ Stop here, we make camp.”

Fynch and Knave caught up with the group long after the campfires had burned down to embers. The
horses whinnied nervoudy as the huge black dog melted silently out of the darkness. Fynch had had the
presence of mind to unsaddle and tether his mule some way back. She was munching happily on her oats
and seemed disinterested in the dog that frightened most other animas of her ilk. The boy waited inthe
darkness and watched as Knave padded up to Wyl and licked his master’ s face. Then the dog
disappeared as slently as he had arrived, back into the shadows where Fynch crouched, and they both
waited.

Wy! sat up and looked about him, shocked at the arrival of hisdog. Most of the mercenariesin the camp
were snoring; there was no need to post lookout guardsin this part of the realm.

“What isit?” Romen asked quietly, hiseyes ill closed. He was clearly alight deeper.
“Um—I haveto goto the, er—"

Theman dghed. “I’ll come, wait amoment.”

“No! That is, | have to empty my bowels.”

Romen yawned. “ All right. Y ou know I’ll haveto |leave one of your handstied behind your back—can
you manageto—"

“Yes, I'll befine”

“And I'll havetotiethis other length to your ankle—I’ 1l keep ahold on thisend here so you don't go
wandering off into the night.”

“I’'m not going anywhere, Koreldy. My sister’ slife depends on me staying right here with you.”
“Off you go then.”

“I may be awhile—I’ve got cramps.”

“Takeyour time,” the man replied, yawning again.

Wyl Ieft the firesde, oneleg trailing the long rope, the other end of which wastied to Romen’ swrist. Just
over the hillock he was overjoyed to be greeted by Knave but even more surprised to see the wide-eyed
gong boy waiting for him too.

Fynch put hisfinger to hislips before whispering: “ Just listen.”

Hetold him everything he had overheard while hanging in the drophole and then dl that had happened

snee, leaving out only hisunsettling visons. Hewas brief and precise. Wyl listened grimly, hisrage and
bitterness sttling into something cold and intractable within. Celimus would pay. Somehow, Shar help
me, hethought. | will-survive this and he will suffer. He surfaced from his angry thoughts and heard

Fynch till whispering intensdly.



“—we can follow you and perhaps plan an escape.”

Wyl shook his head violently. “Y our turn to listen,” he whispered back and proceeded to tell Fynch al
that had occurred this past day. He quickly redlized that the little boy had not known of King Magnus's
degth, being too young to understand the significance of the particular mourning bells. The lad looked
distraught hearing of Alyd’ sdesth and then Y lena' s plight, but Fynch was a plucky boy and pulled
himsdlf together quickly for Wyl’s sake.

“Hurry up, Thirsk,” Romen suddenly caled from behind them.

“Coming.” Wyl replied. “Y ou must go now.” he whispered to Fynch. “Keep Knave close—and go
home, back to Stoneheart. Forget about me.”

The boy bit hislip. “I won't. We ve comethisfar to help you.”

“Go back, Fynch! | don’t want you near me!” Wyl said ddliberately vicioudy. He did not want the blood
of this courageous boy on his hands, and blood, he believed, would flow soon enough. Y ou cannot help
me. Y ou are—a—anuisance,” he spat under his breath, hoping now to hurt Fynch, force him to leave.

Wyl watched the child’ s eyes narrow in pain as he patted Knave farewell. He turned and did not look
back.

“Fed better?” Romen asked deepily.

“Remind me not to eat squirrel again,” hereplied, laying his head down and recaling the strange Widow
Ilyk and her caution to him about keeping Knave and hisfriend close.

Had she meant Fynch? How could she have known?

He pondered this as he drifted into an unsettled deep in which he dreamed of himself being killed and yet
somehow remaining dive.

Therewas no sign of Fynch or Knave asthey entered Briavel’ swestern border the following midday and
by |ate afternoon they had been met by a contingent of its soldiers, who were clearly expecting them. Wyl
suspected their party had been trailed anyway since the moment the first horse’ shoof set foot on
Briavel’ s soil. There was no possibility that a party from Morgravia could enter thisrealm—and vice
versa—without its guard being put on aert. The mercenaries agreed with the Briavelians' edict, without a
murmur, to make camp afew milesfrom the beautiful walled capitd city. Werryl. There they would
remain under athin supervision of the Briavellian Guard. Romen had aready briefed Wyl on their plan.
He had foreseen them being met and taken under escort to King Vaor. And Wyl knew he was trapped.
So long as he was seen to be cooperating, then Y lenawas safe. He redlized he too would remain safe
until he met with VVaor. He hoped Shar would smile on him and grant him a private meeting.

Werryl’ s palace was indeed as breathtaking as fabled stories had it. Very few Morgravians had seen it
with their own eyes but the palace lived up to the famous tales of its beauty. In stark contrast to the
somberness of Stoneheart, it was built from the palest of sandstones, so light in color to be dmost white;
it sparkled on ahill.

The city of Werryl stretched out among the safety of the paace’ swals. Smaler than Pearlis. it wasno
less sophigticated and its architects clearly had akeener eyefor vanity. Even the bridge leading to the
portculliswas superbly congtructed, with statues of former Kings and Queens carved in marble and



holding torchesthet lit theway at night.

Daylight was fading by the time Wyl and Romen arrived at the bridge and the keepers were just touching
flamesto those torches. Their escort led the way into the crowded city and through its pretty cobbled
streets to the palace entrance on arise. A messenger had gone ahead and various dignitaries were
awaiting them.

After introductions they were politely shown to a private bathhouse where they might tidy themselves
after their two-day ride. It was a courteous touch.

Soaking in atub of hot water. Wyl began to relax for thefirst time. After hearing Fynch’' stale, he now
accepted that he would probably die on this journey but he had no intention of losing hislife without
saving Ylena s. Cdimuswould kill her anyway, whether Wyl succeeded in hismission or not—of this
Wyl was now sure. Helooked at Romen, who soaked in the scented waters of another tub, astill asa
statue; eyes closed, long lashes touching histanned cheeks. Hislong, freshly washed hair was dicked
back and Wyl admired the chisdled profile.

“Why do you watch me?’ Romen asked softly.

Whyl, in spite of hisgloom, smiled. Romen was every hit the soldier he pretended not to be. Even soaking
in the bath the man was dert to every movement, every nuance around him. He wasimpressive.

“I was just wondering how adept you might be with the sword.”

“My favorite weapon—although | am devastatingly good at throwing knives,” Romen replied, till not
moving.

“Wheredid you learn that?’
“Oh, far away from these parts.”
“You' rewd|-traveled then?’
“And bone-weary fromit.”

“Why do you do it, Romen?Why sdll yoursdf like you do?’” Wyl asked, genuindy searching for an
answe.

“Why not?’
Wyl could tell his companion preferred to remain amystery. “How did Celimusfind you?’

Now the man did open one eye. “Do you know, | don’t know the answer to that. How very annoying,”
he said. “It was viaamutua acquaintance, apparently.”

“How much ishe paying you to kill me?’

At this Romen did stir; opening both eyes, he looked at Wyl, the silvery gaze suddenly penetrating. “Not
enough.”

“Isthereanything | can—"

“No,” Romen interrupted. “1 never go back on my word. But I'll do thisfor you, Wyl Thirsk. | will save
your Sster.”



It was Wyl’ sturn to stare. The sickening pit in his ssomach lurched. What could he mean?“Go on,” he
sad.

“TheKing of Morgraviakillsfor pleasure. | don't like that. Whatever it is between you two. | senseyou
have the same hate for him as he doesfor you. | will not take sides. However, what he did to that young
woman, clearly an innocent, was unforgivable.”

“He sgoing to kill her no matter what the outcome here.” Wyl said.
“That’ sobvious. But you can go to your death knowing | will not permit it.”

“You'll forgivemeif | don’t find your words as reassuring as they sound.” Wyl admitted, pouring acup
of water over hisshort red hair.

“Y ou should be reassured. | am guaranteeing your sister’ slife. Meanwhile, you are asoldier and death
eventualy comesto al who carry the blade, including myself. Thereisn't amore noble death for asoldier
thanto diefighting.”

“Except | won't befighting, will 17’

“Yes, you will. When you have done what we set out to do, | will hand you asword. Wyl Thirst and we
will dud. If you kill me, you arefree. If | kill you, | collect my extravagant reward.”

Wyl thought about this. “ Bt if 1 kill you. then my siter is not saved.”

“Atwell, that isaholein the plan, but you too can save her. Y ou have the Legion on your side. Collect
your men and overturn the King. Hewill ruin Morgraviaif you don't.”

Why do | like this man! “It’ sa pity we meet under these circumstances, Romen. | would love to have
youonmy sde”

The man smiled and sank deeper into histub.



Chapter 12

Later, when vaor’'s chancdlor met with Wyl and Romen he explained that the King wished to meet with
Generd Thirsk privatdy. Romen said nothing initidly, athough his eyebrow lifted in its perpetudly cynica
manner.

“I shdl wait outsde,” hefindly said to the man. “1 am the Generd’ s persond bodyguard on Briavellian
soil. It isnot worth my life to leave him—unsupervised.” he added, choosing hiswordswith care.

Wy! grinned, once again wishing he and Romen might have met in adifferent time, adifferent place.

The Chancdllor. Krel, pursed hislips asthough gravely affronted. “ Generd Thirsk isunder no threet in
Briavel while here asadiplomatic envoy, Sr. We havelaid out a supper for you—"

“No need, my friend.” Romen said, casudly resting his hand on the man’sarm. “1 mean no offense but |
have my orders, isn't that right, Generd ?’

Wyl adopted a contrite expression, secretly delighted he would have time alone with the King. * Perhaps
Romen could take his supper outside, Chancellor Krell?” He looked hopefully at the man.

“Y ou mean outs de the chamber where you are meeting the King,” Krell replied dryly. It was not a
question.

“Wél done, you haveit right,” Romen said, now clapping the man on the back. “ Thank you. A meal
would be most welcome,” he said and dismissed Krdl by turning to Wyl. “I shdl beright outsde, Sr—if
you need me.”

“Thank you.” Wyl answered and made to follow Krell, who had aready shown Romen his back.
Romen caught Wyl’sarm and muttered under his breath. “No tricks, eh. Thirsk? Or the dedl’ s off.”
Wyl nodded.

Wyl was shown into alarge, splendid chamber where atable had been set with a sumptuous cold
supper. Awaiting himwas atal, and seemingly aswide. man. Wyl was announced and the two of them
wereleft done.

“Shar’sBalls, you look like your father, boy.”
Wyl bowed deeply. “I shall take that as acompliment, sire.”

“And my spiestell me you’ re maturing into every bit the good man hewastoo.” King Vaor took Wyl
warmly by the shoulders and looked a him. “Welcometo Briave, son.”

It was confusing. He liked this portly sovereign immediately. Thiswas the enemy hisfather and Magnus
had plotted againgt for most of their lives and yet he felt they should have al been the greatest of friends.

“| fed privileged, Sre”

“So what news from Morgraviathat doesn’t break any secretsin the sharing?’ Vaor asked genidly,
pouring two cups of wine from an exquisite decanter. He held one out to Wyl. “Y our hedlth.” he added,



rasnghisglass.

Wyl followed and they both took amouthful. It was excellent wine and. looking at the spread before him,
Wyl could see no expense was being spared for the Morgravian envoy.

“Some grave news, dre,” Wyl said and when the King raised an inquiring eyebrow hetold him of
Magnus s passing.

Vaor stopped drinking, putting his cup down. Thishad clearly come asashock. “That isa sorrow. Was
Magnus not in good hedth?’
“No. sre. He had been alling for afew moons beforehand. | think it was the wasting fever.”

“Ah, aviciousthing it istoo. | am deeply sorry to hear of this. Wyl. We were enemies but | respected
him enormoudy—as || did your father. They were very good men. despite being Morgravian.” A small
amile curled at the edges of his mouth. “I understand now, why news of your arrival came from Celimus.
| thought it was the Prince getting more involved in roya duties. Shar strikeme! | can’'t imaginetheold
rogu€e s body is even cool yet—the son wasted no time grabbing his new status?’

Wyl said nothing but his silence spoke volumes.

“| see. Let medrink to Magnus, then.” Vaor said, raisng hisglass high. “May his soul speed to Shar's
Light.” They both drank. “Now st. Wyl Thirsk. We have business to discuss and then supper to enjoy.
My daughter. | hope, will join us shortly.”

Wyl’ s expression must have been one of query because the King added that his daughter had been
asked to attend but no one—just at this moment—could find her. Wyl decided not to pursueit.
Vaentyna intruth, wasal but irrelevant to an arranged marriage.

“Sre” Wyl said, gedling himsdlf, “did Cdimus give you any indication of why | am here?’

“The messenger merely advised meto expect adelegation from Celimus. | havetotdl you, Thirsk. | am
not in the habit of being told to expect anyonein my own ream, least of al aMorgravian.” He noted Wyl
nod and continued. “Y our new King's choice of words were atrifle condescending, to say the least,
whichiswhy | haveinssted on seeing you adone. | trust it gave some offense?’

“It did, thank you, Sre,” Wyl said, daring agrin.

Vador joined him. “Good. And I'll tell you this: it’s purely on the strength of who your father isthat | have
even permitted entry for you and your companion.”

Wyl nodded again. “1 think my King counted on this occurring, sire.”
“And what else did he count on?’
“Your Mgesty?’

Vaor leaned forward, hisslver hair ahao about him. “Why are you here. Wyl? What isit your King
wants of Briavel. son?’

Wyl felt annoyed for giving such adim impression of himsalf. He decided to be direct—the soldier’ sway.
“Y our daughter, Sre. Hewants Vdentyna.”

TheKins garted, first at the shock of hiswords and then a the woman’ s voice that came suddenly from
asecret door behind them.



“Who wants me?’ shesaid.

Wyl jumped up from his seet, dso artled by the arrival of the striking woman, covered in dust and
dressed in riding clothes—men’ sriding clothes.

Vaor sghed. “My dear, why do you continue to use that secret entrance into my chambers?Y ou know
it annoysme.”

“Becauseit is secret, darling father, and because it annoys you and has since | wasalittle girl” camethe
amused voice. She waked across the chamber on long, lean legs and planted a dusty kisson the old
man' s cheek. “Y ou must bethe envoy,” she said, turning to Wyl and eyeing him from her considerable
height. “ A bit short for apalitician, aren’'t you?’ she said, deliberately facetioudy. “Aren’t they normally
bred to be tall and imposing in order to intimidate?’

“Vdentyna, hush! ThisisWyl Thirsk. Heisno lessthan Generd of the Morgravian Legion. Do him honor
please.” the King admonished but not without some private amusement between the two of them.

Wyl fdt himsdlf blush. She gppraised him again and after asmple bow, findly held out her hand for him
tokiss. It smelled of leather and horse.

He bowed and as neither of the familiar scents offended him. he gladly kissed her hand. “Y our highness”
he said, feding unbaanced by the dark blue gaze that impaled him from high.

“Apologies. Generd Thirsk. Princesses will have their jests.” she said, leaving her hand in his. “Forgive
me. | shall clean up and then | shdl remind you of the conversation you were having before | arrived.”
She grinned at Wyl from a generous mouth. “By the way. Father, dear old Norma birthed the most
beautiful black colt thismorning. I'm gtill ddlirious with happiness heis dive and suckling. He dmost
didn’'t makeit. you recal?”’

Her father nodded. “ Y es, my dear, and | suppose you were there among al the drama?’

She hugged him. 1 ddivered him in the early hours. | want him too—I’ ve aready named him because |
wasfirgt to touch him. He' s called Adamant. Thank you. Father.” She said dll of thisin acontrived rush
to befuddle.

“Vdentyna, heisaprize sdlion, you can't—"
His daughter had strode away and closed the secret door, leaving him mid-sentence.
“I think shecan, sre.”” Wyl said, gulping.

“That girl will bethe deeth of me.” Vaor admitted, shaking hishead ruefully. “But she' sirresigtible.
Come, Wyl. She'll be back quicker than you can imagine. Not one for taking long over her toilet or the
usua primping of other women, you understand.”

Wyl nodded, not understanding at all, considering his sister took several hoursto prepare even for aday
without vistors. He till felt as though he needed to catch his breath from the whirl that was Vaentyna but
heforced himsdlf to find his previoustrain of thought.

“Cdimuswishes your daughter’ shand in marriage, Sre.”

“| gather,” Vaor said, appreciating his guest’ s brevity. He refreshed their glasses. “I imagined it was
something like that. Let us not speak of thisyet, then. Vadentynamust hear it too.”



Wyl was surprised but was happy to relax by the fire and let the delicious wine work its own particular
magic whilethey waited.

“Tell me, Wyl, why Celimus sends you with mercenaries as escort and, more importantly, why you
accept that.”

He had been ready for this. “ Ah. Well, he believed it would be inflammatory to send any soldiersfrom
the Legion.”

“And you are comfortable with this?’

“No, sre,” he admitted. “1 am not comfortable with it.”
“So you are here againgt your will?’

“Some might think that.”

Vaor'seyesnarrowed as he consdered the young Generad’ s obvioudy careful choice of words. “Would
it be truthful to say that Celimus on the throne does not please you?’ he asked, making it easy for Wyl to
amply nod if need be.

“ YS,”

“And so you are here on apolitica misson under guard and you are being used because your name
would open doors?’

Wyl nodded and put hisfinger to hislips.

“Thisroom has walstwice asthick as our heads, son. They may hear voices but nothing we spegk of in
here can be eavesdropped with any clarity.”

“Sire. In spite of how | persondly fed about Celimus, | am asloya to Morgraviaas my father was. |
congder this offer to be a stroke of genius. It ishow those of uswho crave peace can win it bloodliesdy
for the two realms. More importantly, your majesty, isthe threat of Cailech from the north. A marriage
between our reelms would stop our sensaless warring between east and west, alowing both southern
kingdomsto focus ajoint effort on quelling the Mountain King's potentid to raid either of our lands. |
think you'd agree, Sire, that we' d dl prefer the enforced company of each other to the barbarians.”

The old King smiled at the gentle jest but sighed. “In thisyou are correct. There are skirmishes on our
northern border that, each year, seem to intengify. I’ ve strengthened our forces up there but | worry for
Vaentynawhen shereigns. | too wish peace for our nations—perhaps we can work together against the
Mountain King. I’m not sure why we need to despise each other so much. The reasons go back
centuries and Magnus and myself smply perpetuated the old hate. Y oung bloods do that, | suppose. We
should have stopped it years ago and bound our two heirsto each other by plighting their troth. I'm sure
neither of uswishes our youngsters to continue this senseless cycle of battle.”

“So, am | to take away from this meeting your agreement to the marriage, your mgjesty?’

“Yes, of course. However, that is not worth even apinch of sdt until Vaentynaagreestoit.” TheKing
smiled when he saw the surprise and confusion register on Wyl'sface. “Vaentynais my heart'sjoy. Wyl.
She pleases meimmensdly, not just because she' s my daughter but because she has turned into the
person who is everything and more | could have ever hoped she would be. She sensed from avery
young age that | might have somehow failed Briavel by giving them afemale heir. She deliberately set her
sights on becoming every bit asgood asthe son | didn’t give Briavel. She rides better than most men |



know; she can shoot adeer cleanly with asingle arrow and then skin that same beast faster and more
adeptly than | could at twice her age. She haslearned sword skills and battle strategy—neither of which |
hope she ever needsto use.

“Thereis nothing soft or sappy about thiswoman. Wyl, and yet sheisthe most beautiful person with a
gentle heart and adesireto rule Briavel firmly yet with alargesse only awoman can possess. She has
genuine empathy for her peopl€e’ s needs. Shewill make afineruler if she's permitted to St on the throne.
Whichiswhy I will encourage her to make this marriage and bring peaceto Briavel at lagt. | fear without
our agreement. Cdimuswill choosewar again.”

Wyl nodded. “That's my understanding too, sre.”

Hefdt relief flooding his body. Asthe King spoke, hismind returned to Ylenain the Morgravian
dungeon, knowing she was now safe. He had no doubt that Romen would keep hisword and rescue her
from Cdimus. It was Vadentyna sarriva once again that dragged him from histhoughts.

Both men stood and turned. Wy’ s breath caught in his throat. Gone were the men’ s clothes, the dusty
hands, and the mud-smeared face. Tangled hair that had been carelesdy caught under aman's hat had
been smoothed and now gleamed dark and shiny past her bare shoulders. She had attired hersdf ina
smple gown with no adornments, but its ruby color showed off her creamy skin and raven hair to their
best advantage. She wore no coloring about her face, which was polished to a healthy glow from nothing
more complicated than a vigorous scrubbing.

Vdentynawastal and willowy—too dim perhaps. Wyl thought, recaling the dmost boyish physquein
breeches. And yet she carried hersaf with supreme grace as she glided across the room to kiss her father
once again.

“Ah, that’ s better, now you look like a Princess, my love,” he said, smiling indulgently.

“But | prefer how | wasbefore.” she said. Sheturned to Wyl. “This more glamorous attireis for your
benefit done, gr.”

Wyl. finding it hard to speak, mumbled something about how glad of it he was and then cringed at how
awkward he felt and sounded.

“Shdl weeat?” she offered brightly and the men joined her at thetable.

Wyl spent the next couple of hoursin aswirl of confusion. Beneath the table his body betrayed him
frequently as Vaentyna s sharply swooped neckline showed off the aluring swell of her breasts every
time she reached acrossto help herself to food. And when she turned her blue gaze upon him, Wyl’s
bresth caught in histhroat. He realized he could fedl his own heartbest and the drum of blood through his
ears. All of it creating adizzying and yet a pleasurable sensation as Vaentyna, dways animated, talked
about everything from her new stallion to her plansto check the fences on the northern end of some
vineyards.

“Goats, sheep, wild horses, you nameit. They just wander in and eat our fine grapes.” she complained.
“I'll be gone most of the day. Father.” she added.

Helooked at WYyl with a pretend despair. “ Y ou see | have no control over her,” he admitted.

“Y ou have come the closest, dre.” she answered affectionately, “but | haveto tell you that no man ever
will.”

And it was at those words that Wyl knew in his heart that he must prevent the marriage of Vaentynato



Celimus at al costs. She wastoo bright, too beautiful, too headstrong, too talented, and far too much her
own person to be wasted on the arrogant, cruel Celimus. They would hate one another and anew type
of war would bresk out between the realms.

It would be as it was between Adana and Magnus, history repeating itsalf. Except Vaentynawas neither
cruel nor calculating. She would instead be smothered. He looked at the soft pulse he could see at
Vaentynd sthroat and he thought about Celimus touching that pae skin. It made him fed sick.

Wyl interrupted the conversation to ask whether there was a privy he could use. Valor, wondering at the
Genera’ s sudden paeness, pointed him to asmall door cunningly concealed behind atapestry. He
gathered hiswitsin the privacy of the privy, dabbing hisface with cool water from a pitcher and shaking
his head ruefully at the position he found himsalf in. He was having to make a choice between Ylenaand
Vaentyna. It occurred to him to bargain with Romen; perhaps he could till save Ylena?

“Areyouwdl, Wyl?" Vaentynainquired, touching his hand as he returned to the table. Her warm touch
sent ashocking thrill of pleasure through him.

“Pardon my mentioning it. but that isthe widest drophole I’ ve ever seen,” he said, trying to make light of
his sudden departure from the table and overcome his desire to take her hand and kissiit. The King and
Vaentynalaughed, surprised by histurn of topic. “Well, the dropholesin Morgraviaare far narrower.”
He shrugged, embarrassed.

“Very savory chatter a supper, | must say,” Vaentynaquipped, her bright eyes sparkling with
amusement.

“Forgiveme,” he said, and meant it but she waved his apology away.

“No. don’t. I much prefer that to the usual stuffy conversations| have to suffer through with Father's
friends. | likeyou. Wyl. | like your discomfort at being here” she said and hefelt her smile drift over and
through him like sunlight.

“I am but asoldier, highness” he said truthfully. “I shouldn’t be here.”

Vaor cleared histhroat. “Which brings usto why you are here, Wyl. Vadentyna, my dear, the Generd
has brought an offer of marriage to you from the new King of Morgravia. That’ swhat we were
discussing ealier.”

Wyl noticed she stopped chewing but that was the only sign that gave away her sartlement.
“And what did you both decide about this?” she asked levelly, again disguising any persond feding.

“Only what you' d expect us to—that such aunion would bring peace to two long-warring realms, both in
need of arelease from the cycle of battle and death.”

Vaentyna put down her fork and eyed the King. “I have not met him, Father—unless you count that one
occason al those years ago.”

“Oh, come now, child. Y ou werejust an infant and—"
“Very fat yes. | know.” sheinterrupted. “ But—"

“| wasgoing to say...and easy to tease. Y ou’ ve come along way since then, child. Y ou areamost
remarkable young woman and highly accomplished inways| would never have dreamed. Y ou make me
proud and you will make adazzling Queen for any King.”



“Thank you.” Her eyes softened. “But we don’t know him. Father.”

“Waéll, here we have the perfect person at our tableto tell us more. Come on, Wyl, explain to my
precious girl why Cdimus might make her happy.”

Wy! reached for his goblet and took along draught. In that brief moment he asked Ylenato forgive him
what hedid. “I cannot, sire,” he said, putting the goblet carefully back inits place.

“| beg your pardon?’ It was the King' sturn to be startled.

Vaentyna s gaze landed with weight on Wyl’ s profile. He felt the Side of hisface burn with itsintengity
and hefdt his heart hammering with desire. It made his breath shorten and he felt suddenly lightheaded.
Weasit possibleto fall in love with someone so instantaneoudy? His mother had believed so. She had told
him as much, smiling every time she recounted to Wyl of her first meeting with Fergys Thirsk.

“I was s0 young, Wyl. Not quite sixteen—" she would begin.

“My three sstersand | had heard such tales of King Magnus—we knew he wastal and dashing with
golden locks. We could hardly contain our agitation for the two days leading up to hisvisit. And the
food! We roasted an ox in his honor but there were also delicate fish dishes and mests, pigeon and duck.
On and onthelist went, Wyl. | thought the kitchen would explode from dl the hysterical activity.”

And then shewould sigh. “All of us girls wanted to attend the King, but Mother said it was appropriate
that | do S0, as youngest. We didn't know, of course, that he was courting Adanaby then. | think we dl
had starry-eyed hopes of Magnus taking one look at any one of us, faling hopelessy in love, and making
her his Queen.” Shewould say this dramatically and Wyl would dwayslaugh.

“And now to Father,” hewould say, eyes shining, knowing what was coming.

“Yes, to Fergys,” shewould reply. “When theroya party arrived on that bright afternoon in summer we
were only permitted to watch from a distance. We could see the stories were true, though: Magnuswas
every hit the handsome King. That evening we dressed in al our finery and we were presented to the
royd party. When my name was announced, | was so nervousthat | caught my foot in the lining of my
gown and ssumbled.”

“It wasn't the King who caught you, though!” Wyl would chimein.

Helynawould smileindulgently. “No. When | gathered my wits sufficiently to look up and thank him. it
was not the King | saw but his stocky, red-headed General, aman with genid eyesand asmilethat lit my
world.”

“And you knew, didn’t you, Mother?” Wyl would say at the end of the story.

“Yes, son, | knew. Thiswasthe man | would marry. My heart was already his at the first gentle sound of
hislovely voice and hisshy amile”

Wyl came out of histhoughts and redlized there had been an avkward silence while King Vaor and
Princess Vaentynaawaited hisresponse. If hismother could fal ingtantly and helplesdy inlovewith his
father, then why could not he with Vaentyna? She was an impossible dream but one he would permit
himsdf.

Wyl took a steadying breath, looked first toward VValor and then at his daughter, both waiting
expectantly. And he found the courage.



“Heisno match for you, Vaentyna” Heturned to the King with an expression of deep regret. “1I'm so
sorry, sre, | came here today to win your daughter’ s hand in marriage for King Celimus but, having met
her, | redlize such aunion would be agrave mistake.”

Wyl blinked into theinitid shocked silence before being brave enough to return Vaentyna s grateful and
just alittle bemused gaze. Vaor began to splutter his surprise.



Chapter 13

The Briavelian guards died swiftly. The atack, asviolent asit was unexpected, was over asquickly asit
was begun and the mercenaries were adept at killing silently. Cdimuswas playing adippery game. While
Romen thought he was spearheading this band of soldiers, another of them—aman caled Arkol—with a
ransom on his head and little e se to lose from murdering more people had agreed to run akilling raid.

Promised immunity from those who hunted him, aswell as an irresstible sum of money, thiskiller had
bigger prey on hismind than General Wyl Thirsk. His orders were to murder the King of Briavel.
Ceimus s evil mind had concocted a plan to legp dl the obstaclesin the way of his getting precisely what
he wanted. Having met the man, he judged that K oreldy would not agree to assassinate aKing for little
other reason than he might not agree to marrying off his daughter. Arkol lacked even fundamenta
scruples, it seemed, and Celimus noted thisimmediately, deciding he was definitely the person for his
third tier of the misson.

Histhreefold aim wasthis. First he would use Thirsk to open doorsin Briavel. Cedlimusfelt convinced
that Wyl’ s name would win the audience, and get his men into Briavel without suspicion. He dso rather
hoped Wyl might win Vaentyna s hand for him—mnot that he cared either way. Marriage was not to his
liking but it was necessary—and it was essentid with this supposedly plump and fragile Princess of
Briavd.

With or without Wyl Thirsk. he would get hisway with marriage—of this Cdimuswas sure. But the
second aim of the mission was to ensure Thirsk was off Morgravian soil when hewaskilled. It wasjust
such aneat plot to use Romen Korddy to rid Ceimus of the annoying presence of Wyl Thirsk—once his
task wasdonein winning Vaor'strug, that is.

Andfinaly, hisfavorite of dl the intertwined plots was the daying of his neighboring King. If he could he
would lay that peacetime atrocity at Thirsk’ sfeet, further damaging the family name. However, hismain
achievement would be to dispense with any necessity to deal with Vaor. If the Princess did not submit
immediately to his demandsto marry and thusjoin the two realms once and for dl, then he would bring
the full might of Morgravia crashing down upon her inexperienced and no doubt hysterica shoulders. He
would take Briavel by force and hewould seeto it that she died in the process.

Inkilling Thirsk and Vaor he believed he could lay open a path of hopelessness and indeed helplessness
for the young Princess of Briave. Without her father she would be nothing but awhimpering, spoiled
Princess. And staying married to her—even if she did agree—was only ever atemporary situation; an
immediate way to satisfy hisburning desire to straddle the two realms. Celimus had full intention torid
himself of the cumbersome wife after acouple of years, perhaps by which time he might have Sred an
heir to genuingly St upon asingle throne ruling both Morgraviaand Briavel. Theirony of its comparison
to hisown parents marriage and siring of an heir was not lost on him.

Heloved the way his own mind worked. Killing Thirsk among it dl was his master stroke. Being ableto
bring the Legion entirely under his own command was his dream. And then why stop at Briavel? With
both realms under hisrule, he could look to other, weaker kingdoms. Celimus dready saw himsef—in
his daydreams—as some sort of Emperor in the making. It would mean disposing of the self-proclaimed
King of the Mountains, of course, but for some reason this did not impact Celimus as being particularly
troublesome. Oh, he had listened to his father flap his gums about the threat from the north but the
barbarian’ s capacity was unknown in truth. How could he possibly put together araggle-taggle fighting
unit that could even begin to match the well-drilled prowess of the Morgravian Legion? Cdimus had from
early adolescence entertained himsalf with notions of empire that had €l uded his father—the seeds of



which had been planted by Adanain the bright youngster’ s mind. Magnus, he thought, sneering in away
his mother would be proud of had only ever wanted to keep Morgravia safe. It had never occurred to
the old fool to look beyond her borders. Why not take Briavel? Take the north?

So whilethe King of Morgravialost himsdif in pleasant thoughts of killing Cailech, King of the Mountain
Dwélers, Arkal in Briavel smiled as he surveyed the mercenaries’ handiwork.

“Good work. men. Now muffle your horses hooves and any wegpons. Get rid of anything that makes
noise—we move slently toward the palace.”

“How do we get in?’ someone asked.

“The messenger who arrived ahead of usisone of ours. Hewill kill the guards on duty at the gate and
open the portcullis.”

“That easy, eh?’

“It’ s better than easy. King Celimus has planned for another company to raid into Briavel and create a
disturbance on the northwestern fringe of Werryl. Those men will draw away most of the Briavelian
Guard while we storm the palace.”

“ And the othersleft behind?’

“Will be drugged, if our man can pull it off. Either way, they will not be expecting adirect strike and we
will only movewhen the night islate. We Il catch themin their cups”

The soldiers laughed.
“And Koreldy?’

“Will die by my sword,” Arkol cautioned. “No one elseisto take that arrogant, ever-smiling bastard.
Understood?’

They nodded and got busy with their horses.

Deep in the shadows of asmall, nearby copse, Fynch shuddered. Despite Wyl' s crudl words of the
previous evening, he had doggedly followed and watched with horror as the recent events unfolded.
Having heard the mercenaries plan he knew it was up to him aone to save more livestonight.

“We haveto get to Wyl,” hewhispered to Knave.

They set off ahead of the soldiers, using the trees and undergrowth for cover and cutting acrossthe fields
s0 they could get to the paace before the killing spree began.

Wyl gambled everything. Appetiteslost but glasses refreshed, he began to tell Vaor and Vaentyna of
how he cameto find himself here at their table. A shocked stillness had descended about the room as
they absorbed the enormity of the General’ s sickening tale of Celimus s brutality and betraya. When he
haltingly described how his sister had been paraded among her new husband' s blood, Vaentyna took
Wyl’s handsin her own and when hisvoice broke, telling them of how Y lenawasforced to carry Alyd's
blood-soaked head back to the dungeon, she moved to hold him close and even held him to her asshe
wept for people she did not know.



When Wy! had finished spesking. Vaor stood and paced. “ And that man you came with, who isheto
you?”

Wyl desperately wished he didn’t have to move away from Vaentyna s sweet embrace. Ashe pulled his
emotions together, he noticed with gratitude that she did not let go of his hands.

“My murderer.” hesad flatly.
“What!” sheexclamed. “Thisis preposterous!”
He explained everything he knew about Romen and the dedl they had struck regarding Y lena s safety.

It was Vdentynd sturn to stride distractedly around the room. “No! There hasto be another way. Y ou
will not bargain with your life”

“My lifeisdl | haveto give” Wyl admitted.
“Father!” she begged. “What do we do?’

“Cdimusisobvioudy certain hewill win our permission for the marriage.” Vaor replied, looking to Wyl
for confirmation.

Wyl nodded. “Oneway or another.” he said, ruefully. “As| think about it now | redize hewill winit
either way—with your consent or by force.”

“Soit' sBriavel he wants, rather than my daughter?’
Before Wyl could respond they heard a commotion coming from behind the tapestry.

“What in Shar’sName—" wasall Vaor could get out before the privy door burst open and asmal boy
covered in something ungpeskable and smelling just as unpleasant toppled in bresthlesdy through the

opening.
Wyl regained hiswitsfird. “Fynch!”

The youngster had run so hard he could hardly speak. “It’ satrap. Wyl. They’ re coming to kill you.
Koreldy and the King dso. A man caled Arkol leads them!”

“Who isthis?’ Vador demanded.
Wyl swung around to Vaor. “ Someone to trust. Whereisthe Briavellian Guard, sre?’
“On hand. I'll rouse them.”

“Too late!” Fynch said. “ Those who were supervising the mercenaries are al dead. And the bulk of the
palace guard has dready been lured away. Look out your window if you don't believe me.”

Vaor and Wyl did just that, while VVaentyna had the presence of mind to dide the two huge boltsinto
place over the main door before running out of the secret door, returning moments later with her men's
garb. She threw the bolts on that door aswell, for afew in the palace knew of it and might be persuaded
by pain to reved it. She could hear the two men making noises of despair at the window.

The boy wastdling the truth then, whoever hewas.

Putting her finger to her mouth, she unbuttoned the gown, ripping it in her impatience and to Fynch's



wide-eyed surprise, stepped out of it and proceeded to pull hersdlf into her preferred working clothes.
By the time her father and the Generd turned back from the window, she was just fastening the buttons
on her shirt.

“Right, that getsrid of the Princess,” she said grimly and turned toward a cupboard.

Opening it with akey from anearby drawer she took out three swords. “I hope you keep these blades
keen, Father.” She locked the cupboard from habit as she spoke.

“Sharpened each moon, child.”
“Good.” she said, turning toward the two men. “We're going to need them.”
Wyl began shaking his head. “Not you, highness.” he said to her. moving quickly across the room.

“Don’'t you dare, Generd Thirsk,” she cautioned, her eyes glittering with anger. “Thisis Briavel, not
Morgravia. The women here do not shirk from duty. | may be a Princessbut | am my father’ s daughter. |
fight dongsdehim.”

She' s magnificent, Wyl thought. He wanted to kiss her then and there and dmost laughed at the
redlization that he would probably have to stand ontiptoeto doiit. “I meant,” he said gently, “that we
have to get you away from here, Vaentyna. Y ou are too preciousto risk.”

“He sright,” her father commanded. “My degth is coming soon anyway, child. We have dready
discussed this”

Telltale tears began to leak from her eyes at her father’ s words but she fought them down. “No! We both
fleeif we must. | am not leaving without you, Father,” she said.

Vaor shook hishead and smiled. Then hisface became gravely serious. Hisvoice cold. “Y ou will do
exactly as| command. Vaentyna. | am your King first. Don't forget what | have dways taught: you
embody dl of Briavel’ shopesfor itsfuture.”

Vaentynabit back the words she was about to hurl at her father. There was no mistaking histone. This
was no longer her indulgent father talking to her. A sovereign was speaking now.

Shefolded her arms defensively. “ There is no escape, anyway. Not from this chamber. If they have the
front gate—" her wordstrailed off.

Fynch looked around at their beaten, resigned expressions. “ Thereisaway out.” he blurted. Thetrio
turned back toward the smal boy. “The sameway | got in,” he added, shrugging.

“Of coursel” Wyl said. “Fynch. you are an ingpiration. Quick, your highness, follow the boy. IsKnave
down there?’ Fynch nodded. “Good, tell him to protect her with hislife.”

Vaentynawas still contemplating the ugly passage out when she asked. “Who' sKnave?’
“My dog. Bdlieveit or not, he will understand the message. Hurry, Vdentyna, thisis our only chance.”

They could now hear the fighting raging benegth them. 1t would not be long before the mercenaries
reached this chamber. Banging had started on the door. The King looked a Wy, wondering if it was
aready too late.

“It sRomen, ignore him.” Wyl said grimly. “We |l ded with him later.”



They stepped insdethe privy.

“I’'mnot surel can.” Vaentynaadmitted, looking down and fedling disgusted by the thought of what
encrusted thewdlls.

Wyl had no timefor this. “Hedid it to save your life. Now you'll doit, your highness, or I’ll throw you
down there myself. Don't be mided by my height—I am far stronger than you credit.”

She could tell he meant it and she appreciated hisforceful directness—in fact, she admired this
Morgravian Generd for everything he had said and done here thisnight. But still she hesitated.

“Don’'t make me pick you up, Princess,” Wy! threatened, urging her down the drophole.

“Heisdamnably strong, your highness,” Fynch echoed. “Please, Il go first and you can follow. Breethe
through your mouth—it will help.”

Vaentyna nodded, fighting the urge to scream. She glanced toward her father with a pained expression
as Wyl helped her to clamber into the drophole. It was more than wide enough for the Princess sdim
frame.

“You're next Father.” she warned, her eyes peeping over the edge as she gulped air, not daring to
breathe through her nose.

The King nodded his encouragement at her. knowing full well hisbulky body would not be abletofit the

width of the opening. Wyl knew it too and diverted her attention by telling her to concentrate on the small
footholdsin the stone. She called down to Fynch in the shadows and he whispered hisreply as she began
her descent.

The banging on the door increased and now Romen was bellowing at Wyl. They ignored it till, focused
only on Vaentyna s safe journey down. They could not see her once she was consumed by the darkness
but they heard Fynch cdll up the dl-clear.

“I have her. She'ssafe, sire”

“Fether, be careful, it' sdippery.”

There was a pause.

“Father?’ Her voice traveled eerily from the dark benesath them.
“No, my darling. | cannot.”

Before she could raise anoise, Wyl interrupted and histone was firm. “Vaentyna, listen to me, now. The
opening istoo smdl for the King. But | will remainwithhimand | swear I'll dietrying to fight him safely
to freedom. Y ou must, however, for al our sakes, follow our plan and flee. Listen to Fynch. He will
guide and protect you. | am dropping apurse, Fynch—useit to hide yoursdf.” The King disappeared
and reappeared with alarger pouch, which he warned he was dropping.

Wyl continued: “Princess, you must hide your hair, disguise al features that might give away who you
ae’

“How will you find us?’ her voice called harshly up from the depths.

“Somehow, | will. Knave will find us—be assured. The mercenarieswon’t remain herelong. They area
raiding party—whether they succeed or not. they will not tarry. Now run!”



“Father—"
“Go, child. Remember who you are and that | couldn’t love you any morethan | do.”

“Generd.” shesaid, her voice trembling, “thank you for being honest and afriend to Briavel, despite your
loyalties. Keep your promise and save him or dietrying!”

Vaor and Wyl thought they heard a stifled sob but it was Fynch’ s voice that whispered up now. “ Good
luck. Wyl.”

“You'reabrave lad. Fynch. | thank you—and I’m sorry about last night. | didn’t mean aword of it. |
just wanted you to be safe.”

Fynch's spiritslifted as he heard the words. Then he turned and took Vaentyna by the hand, looking for
Knave, who suddenly emerged from the shadows, startling his companion.

“Don’t be afraid of him,” Fynch whispered. Then he spoke to K nave softly, telling the dog what had
happened and explaining that their task now was to protect this woman.

The three of them began to run. heading through the orchards and on toward Crowyll, north of Werryl.
Vaentynawas glad of the dark so none would see her tears.

The King looked at Wyl. “ Save yourself, boy. Y ou can. It'syour chance.”
“Perhgps. But there isunfinished business here, sre. And | will not leave you here done.”

Vaor felt the swell of admiration for the young Generd. “Whoever thought a Thirsk would fight on the
gdeof Briavd, en?’

Wyl had to smile a the irony of it but there was no way he would let this good man perish, knowing what
he did about his own faithless and conniving King. He would not be able to hold his head highif hedid
nothing to help. Anyway, how would he ever face Vdentyna?

He walked to the door. “Romen!”

“It'satrap” cametheresgned reply.

“How many?

“All ten, | think.”

“They’re under ordersto kill you. Arkol apparently.” Wyl warned.
“Hmm—I suspected Celimus might do something likethis”

“And ill you came?’

“A seer oncetold me | would lead adangerouslife,” Romen replied and then barked alaugh. “I guess
thisisitsend, then.”

Wyl unbolted the door and dragged a surprised Romen in. “No. If we die, then we die honorably,
fighting the enemy.”



Romen was taken off guard. He had not expected the Genera to permit him entry. He had aready
accepted his own death. He bowed to Vaor. “Y our mgjesty, | would not have been apart of thishad |
known who the redl target was.”

“But you would accept payment to murder aman just as good, just as vauable to hiskingdom,” Vaor
snarled.

“Wadll, right now it looks asthough we Il dl diefighting for different reasons, sre. Forgive meif | don’t
enter aphilosophica debate with you just now.”

“When thisisover, mercenary, if | dill bregthe, I'll kill you myself.”
Romen et it be. Helooked to Wyl. “How did you find out?’
Wyl shrugged. There was no way hewould reved Fynch.

His companion grinned his acceptance of Wy’ sreticence. “All right. Our deal sticks. Just so long asyou
understand | never go back on my word,” he said, taking the offered sword.

“So you keep reminding me. Now hush!” Wyl cautioned. “Here they come.”

Clutching their weapons, they faced the door. It was only amatter of time before severa axes and some
beefy shoulders would smash throughit.

Vaentynahad run until the breath burned in her lungs. She stopped, sitting down heavily againgt a
boulder, hardly noticing her clothes ripe smell. Knave trotted back and licked her face. It wasthat tiny
show of affection that broke her heart. The Princess buried her head in her own lap. Fynch, breathless
too, tiptoed back and sat alongside her. They were both filthy but she no longer seemed to care, he
noticed, about what clung to their clothes and boots.

“Why, Fynch? Why? They’regoing to die. | know it.” She banged her fist against the ground in anger.

“WEe re safe here for awhile, your highness. Y ou can rest.” He did not know what elseto say. had no
words of comfort, for he too believed Wyl and Vaor would perish.

“Who areyou?’ she asked.

“A gong boy. | work the royal gpartments at Stoneheart.”

She gave abitter laugh. “I’ll bet you' ve never made Celimus climb down his drophole.”
“No, but then | wouldn't offer to save hislife, highness,” the boy replied gravely.

Vaentyna considered him more intently now. “Wyl wasjust as surprised to see you aswewere,” she
said and let it hang.

Fynch nodded. “I’ d overheard the conversation between the Prince and Koreldy, who accompanied
Wyl. The plan had been to use Wyl’ s name to win the audience with your father.”

“And then kill both of them,” shefinished, angrily.

“No, highness. | knew only of one planned assass nation—of Wyl. | followed with Knave and managed
to get word to him of the plot.”



“And gill he came here” she sad, dightly in awe of Wyl now.

Fynch shrugged. “Not sure he had much choice, your highness. He was trapped, redly. He had to win
the audienceto save hissster.”

“Yes, but what you don’t know, Fynch, isthat he told usthe truth. And in so doing doomed hissigter.”
“Oh.” hereplied. “That would have been ahorrible decision to make. Wyl worships Y lena”
“She' slucky to have him,” Vadentynasaid softly. “1 think | antoo.”

“Yes, you are, highness,” he answered, confused asto Wy!’ sintentions but unable to be anything but
direct and honest.

“There sastream nearby here. It will befreezing but I’ll chanceit if you will,” she offered.

“I’'m so0 used to the smdll, highness, but yes, let’s clean oursalves. WE Il haveto rely on Knave to keep us
wam.”

Thethree lonely figures headed toward the stream V a entyna spoke of and in the cover of darkness,
stripped their clothes and washed them and their bodies. Later, shivering, damp, and naked,
Vaentyna—who knew these lands better than any—qguided them toward atiny copse.

“It might il be standing,” shesad.

“What might be?’ Fynch queried.

“One of my camps. | built it years ago. Come.”

It was dtill there and she breathed asigh of rdlief.

“It' sstood the test of time, highness,” Fynch said, his gpproval obvious.

“I was taught how to build it by amaster.” she said, finding asmilefor her private thoughts.
“Who was that, highness?’

“My father,” shereplied sadly. “Follow me. It's cramped but it's dry and sheltered. We can rest safely
herefor awhile”

Fynch felt numb from the cold and alowed Knave to push himsdf in between them. Hislarge body gave
comfort as much aswarmth. Even Vaentynafindly laid her aching head against the dog.

“He senormous, isn't he?” Vaentynasaid.

Fynch smiled, enjoying the earthy smdll of the hide. “ He terrifies everyone at Stoneheart except afew
who aretrueto Wyl.”

“Tel meabout Wyl,” she said, unable to think of what € se the two of them had in common. She needed
idle chatter to stop her from fedling asif she might just fall apart.

Fynch shrugged and, bringing together the itemsfrom hisvast storage of information, he began to impart
some of that knowledge on Generd Wyl Thirsk from his earliest daysto the present. In spite of her
gloom Vaentynafound herself fascinated by the story of Wyl and amazed by Fynch’srecollection of the
Generd’ slife. She was especialy interested to hear that Wyl’ sdidike for Celimus went so far back.



“So he' snever liked the new King?’
“No, Princess. He has always despised him.”
“How can he serveaman like this?’

“He has not had a chance, to tell the truth. King Magnus died the same day Wyl was dispatched on this
misson.”

“Well, that means Cdlimus has been plotting it for awhile; hisintention dwaysto rid Morgravia of its
influentia Generd. Y ou say Wyl controlsthe Legion?’

“Completely. If he chose, he could overthrow Celimusin ablink.”
“And this busnesswith the witch. Y ou actudly saw his eyes change color?’

“One gray, one greenish. It was very darming but it disgppeared so quickly, | hardly dared believe what
| saw.”

“And Knave belonged to her?’ Vaentyna asked, ddliberately double-checking the more curious facts of
Fynch'stae.

“Hewas apup apparently. She gave him to Wyl just moments before her death. | hope you won't
consider me loose-headed, your highness, but it ismy belief that Knave is somehow enchanted.”

“How s0?7" she asked, her interest irresistibly piqued now as she stroked the big dog' s head, though
completely disbdieving of Fynch'sclam.

Fynch told her everything he could about the curiosities of Knave.

“Well. well, you certainly have my attention now.” she said, nodding while Knave groaned with pleasure
as she scratched hisears. “How dtrangeit dl is” she admitted.

“Do you bdievein magic, your highness?’
“| don't. I’ve never been exposed to anything magical,” she admitted. “1 believe only what | see.”

“I’mthe opposite, your highness. | do believe.” The boy shrugged. “I’ m used to his oddities now. Knave
redlly hates other people unless they are somehow linked favorably to Wyl. That'swhy helikesyou.”

She amiled at the seriouslittle boy. “Y ou are very loya to him, Fynch. He sfortunate to have you in his
life”

“I am compdled, your highness. Knave chose me.”

She frowned in some bemusement at this, then grinned sadly. “Fynch, I’ ve been thinking—! must return
to the palace. | can't believe | ran away inthefirst place. | have to go back and see my father.”

“No. your highness! | promised to take you away, to keep you safe.” her small friend implored.

“I can't stay in hiding. It's cowardly, Fynch. surely you appreciate this?” Her voice had a pleading tone
as she beseeched the grave-faced child to understand.

“I don't, your highness. It is not cowardly to protect yourself—the heir to the throne—againgt killers.”
“Then | shdl fight them—aongsde my father!”



“Andyou’ll die” hesaid quietly. “You'll beusdlessto Briave.”
“How dare you!” she raged, jumping to her feet. “Who are you to order me about?’

Fynch shook his head and she saw his despair. “Forgive me. your highness. | am anobody. A gong boy
who clearsthe sewers and not fit to so much as be in your presence. But | am charged to protect you
and | would sooner die than |et anyone harm you.”

It was his sincerity that broke her anger and she was on her kneesin amoment, hugging him and
gpologizing for her haughty behavior. “Fynch. | didn’t mean it. Y ou and Wyl have been true. Say you've
forgivenme. | begit.”

She was so distraught that Fynch could tell she was drowning in aseaof emotions, from grief to guilt.
Perhaps there was away he could dleviate her despair. “Y our highness, what would you say if | asked
you to remain here alittlelonger? Knave will stay with you.”

“And wherewill you go?’ she asked.

“I'll go back to the palace and seewhat | can find out. It is not dangerousfor me.”

“I would thank you. Fynch. and ask you to leave immediately.”

“Y ou must give me your word, your highness, that you will not leave thisplace,” he cautioned.
“Not until | hear back from you.”

Fynch looked at Knave and redized the dog aready understood what was required of him. He bowed to
the Princess. “ Knave will keep you safe, your highness”

Vdentynahad no doubt of it as she watched thelittle boy run off into the night.

Thefighting was ferocious in the confined space of the chamber. Man after man had burst through the
door only to be dain by the superbly balanced and supremely skilled pair of Wyl and Romen, fighting
back-to-back. Vaor could only watch for the time being, for Wyl had cleverly blocked the entrance with
his attacker so that the men coming from behind would have to wait for the outcome. So far he counted
four corpses.

Romen called over hisshoulder: “ Six more.” Then he grunted as he legpt over afdlen chair and spun on
his hed to strike low and vicioudy with atwo-handed dash. Thefifth fell, one leg dmaost chopped
through at the thigh. Romen kicked his sword away, knowing amgjor artery was severed. The fellow
would be dead within aminute or so.

The King could not help but marvel at these two beautiful fighters. Both had contrasting styles. Wyl was
dogged, ared thinker. To Vaor it seemed that Wyl had interminable patience; he was content to parry
and block, feint and twist. But now two of his opponents were dead, testimony to his skill.

Romen was far more flamboyant, preferring to be the aggressor and taking the fight to his enemy. Romen
would never give ground, Vaor observed. He continued to push his opponent with abarrage of
scintillating cuts and thrusts where the man found himsalf with no option but to defend congtantly. And
Romen wasfast: lightning speed in his sirokes, which was probably the reason why histhird attacker had
just taken amorta wound. Vaor watched Romen kick the dying man’s sword away. The groaning man
aready forgotten, Romen stepped over him to engage his next opponent, leaping through the door.



Except thistime two came through. Vaor knew histime had come. It had been too many years snce he
hed lifted asword in battle but he did not hesitate. With aroar helifted his trademark sword with its
intricate and beautiful carvingson itshilt. Heraised it over his head and brought it down with a second
roar, abattle cry thistime. Sparksflew off the two swords as they met and VVaor once again fought for
hislife. He was amatch for his opponent—where the mercenary had brute strength, Vaor had

hei ght—but the man who grimaced back a him wasfar younger.

Vaor knew immediately he would have to dispaich him fast if hewasto survive or, morelikdy if thefight
continued, he reasoned as he went through a series of hard blocks and parries, that he would need one of
hisyounger companionsto finish it for him.

He did not mean to lose concentration but his thoughts helplessly fled to Vaentyna. She was till so
young and yet with the right people around her there would be no better sovereign for Briavel. She
possessed his courage and genuinely loved her people and thisland of theirswith afierce passion. But
she was headstrong, like her mother. That would need to be controlled or &t least channeled in the right
way. Hefet sure Vaentynawould be willing to lead the charge onto a battlefield if she could—if it meant
one more Briavellian might be protected. But war must be avoided. He wished now—as he recalled her
look of despair as she climbed into that drophole earlier—that he had counseled her about Celimus. He
should have said that no matter what, the marriage should still be consdered if peace wasto be achieved.
And yet Wyl’ s advice was so darming. He hoped he had gathered the right people around him these past
few years who would advise her well, should he fail today. She would need strong counse—shrewd
counsd in the decisions ahead.

Vador felt adazzling blaze of pain at thetop of hissword arm. He yelled and winced but did not have
timeto look at the damage. He knew that cut would not have made it through his defense had he not lost
concentration. Angry with himsdf and spurred on by the throbbing pain, he now used his height to beat
the man back. Already, though, he knew hewasin red danger. Apart from fatigue, so shockingly swift in
itsclam over hisbody, hismusclesin that dl-important arm felt weak and anumbing tingle was edging its
way toward the fingersthat gripped that famous hilt. Heintensified his effort. Hewould not be ableto
fight for much longer; the man must fall soon.

Wy redlized as he killed another mercenary that the more cunning amongst them had held back. With
each new opponent greater skills seemed to present themsalves and this had been aclever ploy. Using
the less skilled “ hackers,” they had worn himsalf and Romen down, making them perhaps easier prey for
the more taented fighters coming through. He hated that one had managed to engage the King and ashe
grimaced at thisthought, it seemed Romen read hismind.

“Vaor hastaken aserious cut. HE |l tire quickly” was dl he had timeto say.
“Two left.” Wyl said in reply, chancing alook towards the King.

There was no doubt the King was exhausting hislast reserves of samina. Blood flowed freely and fast
from aparticularly nasty dash at thetop of hisarm. Wyl understood immediately that muscle had been
severed, which would mean Vaor would bergpidly losing dl strength in that fighting arm. He wondered if
the old campaigner had trained himsdlf to use either arm. He thought not. Many had scoffed at the
suggestion but the new breed of Morgravian soldiers—such as Gueryn—had inssted upon the level of
skill being upped in the non-natural hand. Wyl knew no different. Although hisright arm was strongest, he
was certainly adept with his|eft.

He glanced toward Romen. “ Can you hold them off?’
Romen grunted hisreply and dashed his man acrossthe throat. “Help Vdor!” heroared, kicking his



opponent over and out of the way so he could see what was rushing toward them.
Just as Wy turned to dedl with the man intent on killing aKing he heard the monarch cry ouit.

Vaor staggered backward, another, degper sword wound evident at the top of his shoulder, dicing
diagonaly through mgor vessdls, blood flowing in atorrent fromit.

“Protect our Queen, Wyl,” was dl he had time to say before he hit the floor.

Arkol, who had struck the blow, laughed and spat at the prone body of the King of Briavel. Romen had
dispatched his own opponent with ahigh dash that nearly decapitated the man. He turned around to see
the wrath on WylI' sface and the familiar figure bleeding on the fine carpet.

“Wait. Wyl! HE smine.” he said. “There's one more outside, probably hiding.”

AsWyl dropped back. Romen even found time to thank him and with agrim smile on hisface went
about pitting his skills againgt hiswould-be killer. Wyl had aready been amazed at Romen’ s swordplay.
Hisown abilitiesasde, if he thought he had seen the best fighter in Celimus then he was wrong. Romen
was indeed superior and hefelt sureit would not be long before Arkol’ s smile was wiped once and for
al from hisugly mouth.

Wyl and hisfina opponent ended up fighting in the hall. The man soon discovered that despite hisown
high skills he was no match for the Generd, but he knew how to defend and so it was Ssmply a case of
wearing his man down. Wy! cleared his anger as he had been taught. He found hisfocus, withdrew into
himsdlf, and began aflurry of attacking strikes, onefindly finding its mark to sever an artery. Heleft the
man bleeding to aswift desth and returned to the King's chamber to see Romen al but toying with a
savagely wounded Arkol, struck in many damaging places, but nonefata yet.

Wyl dropped on one knee by the King and felt for apulse, knowing it was usaless. It was amomentary

joy tofind afaint heartbest but good sensetold him it would disgppear within moments. Vaentynawas

about to become Queen of Briavel. He cast asilent prayer for her safety as he heard Arkol gurgleto his
death. Romen’ s sword thrust through histhroat.

“Help me get Vdor onthe settle” Wyl said. “No King should be l€ft like this.”

Romen grinned without his usua humor. He was not even out of breath, athough hisface and clothes
were spattered with other men’ sblood. “ Do you aways do the right thing, Thirsk?’

“I try,” Wyl said, heaving at the old man’s bodly.
They carried the dying man and laid him on acouch. Wyl took hishand. “ Sire?’

Vaor opened hiseyes, their aght aready blurring as more of hislife force leaked out onto the couch. His
bresth rattled through histhroat as he struggled to spesk. It was little more than amumble. “Y ou must
protect her, son, despite your loyalties.”

Wyl nodded. “I will givemy lifefor her, Sre. | promise.”

“Even better than your father,” the King durred and thenin onelast rdly of strength he whispered,
“Overthrow Cdimus. Take the crown!”

Vaor, King of Briave, died holding the hand of the General of Morgravia, leaving between them a
thought of such treachery that Wyl caught his breath. Vaor was the second King now to urge Wyl to
commit atraitorous act. But Wyl could not bring himsdlf to think on that now. He rubbed away the



dampnessthat blurred hisvision, deeply upset that he had failed to save this man’ slife, and histhoughts
rushed toward Vaentyna. Once again, asif reading his mind, Romen echoed his thoughts.

“Where' sthe daughter, by the way?’

Wyl redlized Romen had not seen Vaentynaenter her father’ s chamber, having used the conceded
interna entrance. Romen was perhaps not even aware that she had been in their company.

Hetold thetruth. “1 havenoidea”

“Andwhat did Vaor say to your suggestion?’ Romen asked as he settled one of the old man’ slegsthat
had dipped from the couch.

Wyl folded the King's arms across his chest and then leaned down to kiss the man on both cheeks.
Romen held histongue. He watched Wyl stand up and waited for an answer to his question.

“He agreed with my reasoning that such aunion would bring peace to both relms.” He did not lie.

“Congratulations. Y our part of the bargain is kept, then,” Romen said, reaching for hissword. “Now |
must keep my side of it.” Heflicked Wyl’ s sword from the floor into the air and Wyl deftly caught it.
“Unfinished business, my friend.”

“We don't have to do this, Romen,” WYyl said, desperately hoping he could persuade the man not to
dud.

“Wedo, Thirsk. We have adedl. | have a purse to collect—and a score to settle.”
“Andif | best you?’
“Then you must settleit for me. Y ou hate him enough to do it.”

“I promise” Wyl said, redizing his hopes of them both surviving were very much in vain. One of them
would diein thisroom.

“And so what can | promisein return?’ Romen asked, tapping his sword against Wyl's.
“Addefromyour original promiseto take care of Ylena?’

Romen nodded. “I will marry her, if | must, to give her security. It would hardly be achore. Sheisvery
lovey.”

Wyl considered and then dropped his sword to speak solemnly. “I want your word that you will offer
your services—your life—to Vaentyna”

Romen was amused &t this. “To the new Queen? Why?'Y ou kiss your enemy King while you hate your
own. Passing strange. Wyl, for someone who clamsto bealoya Morgravian.”

“Swear it, Koreldy!”
“Or ds=?' hesaid, the smile back.

“I won't fight you. You' |l have to just run methrough in cold blood and | know you are too honorable.
Nobility runsin your veins. Romen. It isobvious.”

“Y ou would change your loydties? A Thirsk wanting to protect the Briavellian monarch? Oh. thisisrich.”



“Sweer it. Romen.”
“Yes, yes. | swear.” he agreed asif weary of apointless conversation.

In aflash. Romen found asword leveled a histhroat, reminding him not to underestimate the prowess of
the short but powerful man who stood before him. “Meanit!” Wyl yelled.

Romen’ ssilver-gray eyes darkened. He dashed his blade across his palm and, relieved, Wyl immediately
followed uit.

“I swear it, Wyl Thirsk. | will protect the Queen of Briavel with my life,” the mercenary said, joining his
bloodied pam with Wyl's. “Now fight for your life.”

WyI kissed his blade. And Romen smiled. A new dance had begun.



Chapter 14

Wyl and Romen fought in frigid Slence.

Silence asthe castle at Werryl grasped the shock of attack—fifteen of the palace staff were dead,
another dozen were injured and the rest lay in their beds, drugged. Silence asthe Briavellian Guard raced
back to their King upon redizing that the threat that most of them had been dispatched to ded withwasa
hoax. Briavel was not under attack and their clash with a strange company of mercenaries was little more
than a skirmish, the foreignersfleeing having barely crossed swords or lost asingle man.

And slence as both men, professiond fighters, lost themselvesin abattle for their lives. The only sound,
in fact, was the harsh ring of their blades. Faces set with grim determination, they dueled in synchrony.
Romen, Wyl redlized, was indeed a superior swordsman to Celimus. He did not et hisemotions get in his
way and, like Wyl, he fought with cunning, athough with little patience. Lots of bravado and
flamboyance, yet each move was lightning-fast and deedly.

Everything Wyl threw at him, every trick he had learned from Gueryn, every siroke he had taught himself.
Romen countered. He was fagt, agile, strong, but most of al, Romen was a strategist. He could think
severa strokes ahead, was planning movesin advance of where he was fighting now. If Wyl could have
stopped their dudl, he would like to tell his opponent how much he admired his skill, but there would be
no halting now, no more sardonic banter, no more quarter given.

Romen clearly intended to kill, Wyl knew, unless he could strike the death blow firgt.

They fought on, both their minds blanked of thought other than the focus on their opponent’ s weapon and
movement. The moon had risen high and the Briavel lian Guard had amost returned to the city gates.
Aideswould have comelooking for their King if any were alive or well enough to do so. The pair of
swordsmen had no witnessesto their life-and-desth struggle.

Both were showing their fatigue; hair damp with their efforts and faces shining with swest, they knew it
would be only moments now before one made the fata error. Tiredness prompted mistakes and,
athough they redoubled their concentration, their bodies were beaten and could not respond aswell as
they hoped. Evenly matched, neither was getting ahead. Each recognized the Sgnsin themsalves of
dowing down and knowing this alone would probably cost them their lives. It wasthefirg timein their
liveseither of these men had felt true fear that the other man might prevail. 1t showed on their grim
expressions. Gone was the dmost permanent amusement Romen Koreldy carried on hisface and Wyl
had long ago withdrawn completely into himsdlf.

It was Wyl who ultimately made the bad decision. He knew it the second he lunged hard after feinting
twice. He saw the dight opening and decided if he was fast enough, he would have Romen impaled on
his blade. He made his attempt but athough hismind sill worked at a high speed, his body was no longer
working in tandem.

Romen anticipated what was happening. It was as though he were watching Wyl come a him at aspeed
ten times dower than norma. His mind was playing tricks but he had heard men say that when the death
blow comes, the world around you dows down. It was happening to him now. This was the stab that
would kill him. Somehow—Shar done knew how—he managed to drag himsdlf just enough off balance
to dodge the blade so that it only skimmed his side, ripping through surface flesh. And then, as Wyl
followed through. Romen struck.

Romen’ s blade ran Generd Wyl Thirsk of the Morgravian Legion through, itsfiercetip emerging on the



other side of itsvictim’sbody. Wyl’ s eyeswidened in shock and pain but mostly from the realization that
he had logt hisfight.

It was up to Romen now to save the two women Wyl loved. “Keep your promise,” he gurgled ashe
dropped his sword and Romen pulled his own back and out of the dying man.

Wyl didto thefloor, closed his eyes and waited for his heart to stop beating and the painin hisbelly to
leave him. Degth fdt welcome.

But anew sensation suddenly gripped his body, and without knowing it he arched his back high from the
floor in aspasm of that acute pain. At first he thought this was how desth must fed asit gathered him into
itsdlf but the intengity of the surge forced him to open his eyes—histwo ill-matched and darmingly
different eyes.

Romen too was staring at him in shock, but bent doublein his own agony. It was asif they were sharing
the same convulsive pain. Wyl felt himself lifting now; al that was him was being pulled, dragged from his
shdl in atearing, ripping sense of departure. If this was degth, why was Romen wearing amask of such
terror and agony?

The suffering mounted toward a crescendo and just as Wyl knew hislife was about to pass over to
Shar’ s keeping, he glimpsed what he grasped was the soul of Romen Koreldy asit too crossed over in
terror and disbelief.

But Wyl was not passing to Shar. Only Romen' s soul was being given up. And Wyl himsdf—all that
made him in mind and spirit—was actudly crossing into the body of Romen Koreldy. He thought he
mouthed something. Could not be sureif he had, yet he wanted to say something to Romen.

Wasthisdeath or life?

The sensation of pain and confusion continued for what felt like an eternity until Wyl suddenly became
aware that he was gill standing, arms forward with awhite-knuckled-grip around the sword hilt. He was
the one who staggered backward to clutch at the table, letting go of the weapon, dragging in his breath.
No longer drowning in pain, helooked down upon the body on thefloor.

He was unaware that he tared through ill-matched eyes but he did know that he looked down upon the
corpse of Wyl Thirsk.

Wyl held out his shaking hands. They were the long, neat fingers of Romen, not his own short fingerswith
the soft ginger hair just below the knuckles. And then helooked at his sde where he bled. Thiswasthe
near miss and testimony to how close Wyl’ s blade had come.

No! His blade had come, damnit!

It was true, then. Beneath him, his own body was dready cooling and with it, he believed, it had taken
the soul of Romen.

Dumbfounded and disoriented, he sumbled around the room taking in the scene of death. He heard
VOoICes, men'’ svoices, guards were running through the corridors. In the bedlam that was hismind he
redized they would hit the stairsin moments and he would be trapped. Forcing himsdlf out of the chaos
of histhoughts and not daring to think anything through further. Wyl grabbed the arms of his previous
body and dragged it toward the privy. It was his only chance.

He threw his sword down the hole and then heaved the corpse over the lip. He heard it land at the
bottom with a sickening crunch. The voiceswere at the top of the stairs now—he was just moments from



discovery. No timeto climb down with care. Wyl clambered into the drophole and. holding his breath
inginctively againgt the assault of itssmell, helet go. Hetoo hit the bottom of the drophole hard, having
jumped from such aheight. But hislanding was softened by the body. His true body.

With no thought beyond the moment and working purely on instinct, he settled Wyl Thirsk’s corpse on
his shoulder and set off at alabored trot. Moving awkwardly in Romen’s body, he wondered what in
Shar’s Name had happened to him.



Chapter 15

Wyl took cover inasmall grove of trees he remembered passing on thejourney into Briavel. It wasthe
first timein hours he had taken ares.

One stroke of luck alittle earlier was coming across the mercenaries horses and amule that had
seemingly meandered over to join them. It occurred to Wyl that this had to be Fynch’sanima. He had
untethered two of the horses and dung his corpse over the back of one. He would take the other horse
for himself and not wishing to abandon the animal that had effectively saved hislife, he attached the mule
to the horse carrying the body and the smal party set off. Food was in the saddlebags and life-giving
water too. It was urgent that he get the body to Pearlis. If he could just cross onto Morgravian soil, he
would fed safer. When he had spotted the grove, he had cried out with relief. His nerves were in shreds,
hismind felt stewed from the shock of what had occurred, and during the journey thus far he had spent
the hours keeping up astring of nonsense-talk to the animasto ddiberately stop himsalf from thinking on
the shocking events. He had resisted glancing toward the body. His body.

Wyl did the corpse off the horse and unsaddled the animals. Exhausted but <till not prepared to think on
his troubles, he spent time rubbing the beasts down. He finally hobbled his companions with agenerous
length of rope and lay down, hoping to drift off before he was forced to face the bleak truth. The moon
wasfat and high in acloudless sky. denying him the total dark he craved, and despite his exhaustion deep
refused to rescue him. And so hefinaly confronted his fear—the terror that was surely Myrren’ s gift. Her
true gift, he now redized with adeep sob.

He stared at his hands, eerie in the moonlight, and accepted that these were indeed the large, well-kept
hands of Romen Koreldy. still wearing the smal, elegant signet ring. Wyl tentatively reached thoselong
fingersto the face he now wore. His touch told him the once-familiar roundish features were now angular.
He possessed a nest, clipped beard and moustache.

He could not help but enjoy the lustrousfed of his hair when he loosened the thong that bound it and it
fell to his shoulders. He recalled admiring it when he was an orange-haired Generd with his own, coarse
thatch. Wyl knew his eyeswere now aclear slver-gray. He even dlowed himsdlf the rueful grimace that
his festures were no longer ordinary and forgettable but were now remarkably striking. A faceto turn
heads.

Romen’ s smile had been bright and quick. He tested it now, daring to touch the smooth, even teeth he
recalled grinning back at him from the mercenary’ s generous mouth. And hislegsl Now Wyl did make a
sound. It was a nervous laugh but nonethel ess genuine as he stared at the new length of hislegs, which
now surely stood him astal asVaentyna—tdler than Alyd—perhaps even tdler than Gueryn.

He thought of these people now and the wave of grief he had kept at bay crashed against his mind. Both
the men he loved were dead, or as good as. while both the women he loved were living through
enormous fear and loss. Ylena, he imagined, was probably still unable to come to termswith what she
had witnessed in the courtyard—perhaps she never would. Vaentyna. hislove, was no doubt wondering
whether her father il lived aslife s strange turns threw her onto an unknown path. Loving her so
immediately and with such intensity frightened Wyl but he knew his heart belonged only to her now.

He remembered how he had made Romen promise to protect her. swear that he would lay down hislife
for her. Romen had given that oath with blood. It would now be up to Wy to keepit.

He considered the man he had known so briefly and wondered if there was anything left of himinsde. He



probed gingerly and was rewarded with avague touch on memories and idess, thoughts and inclinations.
It was not easy to reach and hisingtincts were to pull away and yet he glimpsed that the private nuances
which made the man were ill there, dbet dimly. It was smilar to how awoman, walking past, leaves
that faint, tantalizing waft of her scent after she hasgone.

And yet the very essence of Romen was long gone. His soul had passed to Shar.

Wyl remembered it crossing to diein his shell as his own life force entered Romen’ s body. Wyl decided
to seal away what was Romen for now. He was not ready to delveinto hislife. In this shocking time of
confusion he needed to sort out hisown lifefirst. He felt thefirst feathery touch of deep and yawned,

welcoming its escape.

It was a cold, hard bed tonight but he was dive. And he was angry. Angry and confused. He recalled the
dream he' d had about dying, and yet not being dead—it seemed now to be a premonition rather than a
nightmare.

Wyl pushed his confused thoughts aside. He had plenty to do in this new body, not the least of which
wasfinding Vaentynaand Fynch, but first there was unfinished business back in Morgravia. Ashiseyes
closed he whispered afinal farewell to Romen, an assassin Wyl could not help but like—and the man he
had now become.

Ashegaveinto deep, it was suddenly as clear to him asthe sharpness of the moonlight that there was
only one course of action he could pursue. He would take his own body back and present it triumphantly
to Cdimus, going through dl the motions required of him. Hewould trick the King into believing the
Crown wasrid of Wyl Thirsk. And then as Romen he would collect his purse, make provison for
Ylena—please, Shar, let her live thislong—and then depart Morgraviato formulate a plan to make
Cdimuspay for hissns.

ItsKing dan. Itshar missng. Werryl wasslent and stilled with shock.

Commander Liryk sat with Krell, the dead King's Chancellor. Krell was aman of few words but when
he spoke he made sense and people paid attention. He had been in Valor’ s service for more than two
decades and was the former sovereign’s most trusted counsdl and confidant. He tried to comfort the old
soldier, who sat now in hisstudy with his head in his hands.

“I'velost her.” Liryk whispered repestedly.

Krdl had alowed the man his sorrow. They were dl grieving, al shocked at the previous night’ s events.
It was Krell who had had the presence of mind to contain the damage within the paace wals as best he
could. Assoon as Liryk and the main Briavellian Guard had returned from the hoax. Krell had ingsted
Liryk dismissdl but hismost trusted men.

“I would gppreciate your thoughts.” Krell said evenly into the sillence.

The soldier looked up from his hands, face puffy from helpless tears shed intermittently these past hours.
Dawn was threatening and decisions needed to be made.

“What do we have thusfar?’ hereplied.

“The diverson of the Guard was deliberate, we know that now. That and the drugging of the palace staff
suggeststhiswas awedl-planned raid.”



“Which succeeded,” the old soldier said bitterly.
Krell nodded. “Or did it?’
“What do you mean?’

“Others know the truth, | suspect. There were two other men here this night past, the most important of
our visitors, and their bodies are not among those dead.”

13 &?!
“Who do you think killed al the mercenaries? Hardly our King, I’d suggest.”

Liryk nodded. “Vaor wasafine warrior in histime, but no, he could not have taken on ten men
sngle-handedly.”

“Vdor, aded by Thirsk and possibly Koreldy, despatched the foreigners.”
“Why would Thirsk travel with amercenary?’

“Thatisamygery. | can't imagine that he would agree to come onto Briavel lian soil with anyone but his
own men.”

“A trap by the Morgravian King?’

“Possibly. I'm thinking that if Thirsk wasforced to travel with mercenaries on hismission, it would
account for thethanks| read in his eyeswhen | separated him from what to al intents and purposes
looked like his captor.”

“But you think they fought dongsde Vdor.”
The Chancdlor nodded. “I do. And I suspect they may well have helped Vaentyna escape.”
Thisshocked Liryk. “Was sheinsde with Thirsk and the King?’

Krdl smiled. It was the first reason to do so in many hours. “That headstrong young woman comes and
goes as she pleases. She knows the secret passageways better than any. | know her father expected her
to attend the supper so | suspect it’ shighly likely she was present.”

“But surely Koreldy could have smashed through the door with the other mercenaries?’

“Yes, he could have. But there are three swords missing from the case.” Krell tapped hislip. “No. I'm
guessing the King or Vaentynafurnished the men with swords—Thirsk worked with Koreldy and they
both fought with the King' s agreement.”

“Set asde therr differences, you mean?’

The Chancdlor shrugged again. “I'm guessing. Perhaps the new Morgravian King is more cunning than
we give credit.”

“A double cross?’
“On Thirsk, for sure. | don't think for aminute that Thirsk came hereto takethelife of Vaor.”

“What was he herefor then?”’



The old man gave adight shrug. “ Perhaps he camefor Vaentyna,” he suggested carefully.
Liryk was sartled. “Vadentyna?’

“Rumor hasit the new young monarch is ambitious. Perhaps he sent Thirsk here with a proposal.” He sat
back, satisfied he had released the thought that had been gathering momentum in hismind for afew hours
now.

Liryk looked stunned. “How can you be certain of al this?” he asked, impressed by the Chancellor's
confidence. And watched that confidence evaporate as his companion gave awry smile.

“I can't. It spossibleisdl I'm saying.”
Liryk dismissed Krell’ suncertainty and stood. “ Plausible. And 0?7’

Krel shook his head. “Not much ese. Thirsk and Koreldy kill the mercenaries, but let’ ssay theKing is
too injured, or perhaps he died before they could save him. The pair have no choice but to escape with
Vdentyna”

Liryk rubbed hisface distractedly as he paced the room. “But how...where?’

“A good question among too many that we till haveto answer.” Krdl sghed. “Thereisonly one
certainty here: Vdentynamust be found—that is our priority. And when wefind her we will convince her
of the sense of aunion with Kins Celimus.”

“What?” Liryk swung around on Krell. They were of an age and had both served Vaor faithfully over
many years. Neither felt the other had rank. “ Allow Celimusto get away with this?” The soldier’ svoice
was hard, barely more than awhisper.

“Thereis moreto thisthan we know,” Krell appedled. “What we can safely assume, however, isthat
should Briavd gtart awar with Morgraviaright now we arelost. Our Queen isyoung and incapable of
waging along conflict with our neighbor. Sheisin no postion to withstand Cdimus and, frankly, neither is
Briave. The marriage will save our people. Wewalk atightrope of diplomacy now.”

The old soldier nodded thoughtfully astheimplication of Krell’swords sank in. “Y ou play afrightening
game, Chancdllor.”

Krdl held the old soldier’ s gaze steadily. “We must find Vaentyna before he does.”

They did not havelong to wait, for at that moment asmall boy was escorted through the study doors.

With the corpse dung again over the second horse and a quick glance toward the sweet-natured mule,
Wyl ignored his hunger and set off towards Pearlis. They had met severa curious onlookers along the
way over the past two days and now asthey drew into its outlying villages he gave none sufficient eye
contact to invite questions about the shrouded body. It was nearing evening when hefinally drew near to
the magnificent stone arch that welcomed visitors to Stoneheart.

The guards eyed him suspiciousdly and he could hardly blame them, considering his odd company: amule
and what was obvioudy a corpse. Wyl felt apang of sorrow upon recognizing a couple of hisown men
asthey held up their handsto stop his progress.

“Ho. there. Y ou. man. what isthis?’



Wyl had to remind himsdlf of who hewas. “ A dead bodly. | think you' |l recognize him if you take alook.”
He pulled back some of the shroud from the head.

The men stepped closer and WyI read the dismay on their faces as they noted the flame-colored hair
fird.

“Itcan’'t be,” one spluttered. “No!”

“I'm afraid 0.” Wyl said in Romen’ swry manner. But he was glad of their pain. It reassured him that his
men knew nothing and were not in on Celimus s elaborate intrigue.

Suddenly their swords were drawn and pointed at this throat.
“Who areyou?’ one of the guards demanded. Wyl saw dampnessin the man’seyes.

Thisisit, hetold himsalf. Remember who you are. In that moment of hesitation, heredlized he had held
himsdlf too tightly within this stranger’ sbody. He knew he must loosen himsdlf and embraceit; must own
itif he was ever going to avenge his own murder. Wyl opened himself up to what was|eft of Romen and
felt al that was Wyl Thirsk flow into the lithe and graceful stature that Romen had once possessed. Now
the voice, the easy style, and even his mannerisms came effortlessy to Wyl.

“I am Romen Koreldy of Grenadyn. Y ou can see which son of Morgravial am returning home. | think
you'll find King Cdimusis expectingme.” he said confidently.

An urgent runner was sent with amessage. More soldiers had gathered, most in silent shock, just to lay
their hands on the beloved Genera. WYyl was touched by their grief.

“What happened?’ one asked, not at al shamed by hiswet cheeks.

Wyl wasready for this question and intended to make it difficult for Ceimusto squirm out of endorang
the explanation. “ The palace a Briavel was attacked by mercenaries posing as soldiers from the
Morgravian Legion.”

New shock claimed each face around him.
“But what was he doing in Briavel?” more than one cried.

Wyl shrugged. “| gather he was on business there for your King and became helplesdy embroiled in the
problem.”

The soldiers muttered among themselves.

“He gave no word—he just I€ft. It' s had the whole company baffled,” someone said.
Wyl nodded. “Probably on a secret mission then, for Morgravia”

“How do you know they were mercenaries?’ one wily campaigner asked him.

“Therewas no mistaking them.” he said and then embellished with: 1 was there on private business
mysdf but when the attack occurred | found mysdlf fighting on thisman’ssde. Whét is hisname again?’

They answered as one grief-stricken chorus.

And then for good measure and a chance to escape further scrutiny he grimaced, adding. “1 was
wounded and am in need of someaid.”



Hands rushed to help.

“My mule—well, sheis not truly mine—is exhausted. The beast hasrun dl day to keep up with the
horses”

“WEe Il take care of her. dr. don’'t you worry now,” akindly voice offered.
A messenger appeared. “ Sir. the King will see you immediately.”

“Could someone put his body on my shoulder, please?” Wyl asked. He had. in truth, not redlized hisown
wound had re-opened until he had drawn attention to it.

“Wel bring him,” aguard said, atremor in hisvoice.

“No. I'vecarried him since Briavd. I'll ddiver him to hisKing as| promised him just before he died,”
Wyl lied, hating himsdlf for it.

A look of reverence crossed their faces now. The man who seemed most senior nodded. “Doit,” hesaid
and once again hands clamored to assist.

Wyl settled the body and followed the messenger, as did severd of the guards.
“Was Cagptain Dond with him, may | ask, Sr?’ onesaid.

“A far-haired fdlow, dways smiling?’

“That’shim,” the man said eegerly.

“Dead,” Wyl replied. “I’'m sorry, | just could not bring the both of them back,” he added, truly despising
himsdf.

More pain and sorrow, but he needed to craft thistale perfectly. He must trap Celimusinto supporting
the story and he dso did not want the Legion rising up yet or doing anything rash.

Wyl could not speak any further as he labored up the narrow stone staircase that led him to that favorite
open wakway where the familiar scent of winterblossom drifted up from the garden below. It reminded
him once again of hisfirst meeting with King Magnus. He fought the memory away and waited while the
same courtier who had sneered at him not so long ago did the same again, thistime eyeing hisload with

disgust.

“Follow me,” the man said coally.

And Wyl did. taking a deep bresth and bracing himsdf for Celimus. He wondered in oneisolated
moment of fear whether the King would see through his facade, see that thiswas not the hired killer but
his hated enemy in aclever glamor. The notion passed as quickly asit arrived. He was Romen Koreldy
and hewould wield hisdisguiseto brilliant effect. The nonchalant style of Romen was part of him now as
he entered the chamber. Passing through the heavy-curtained arch he emerged fully into the familiar room
and hisslvery gray eyes met the hard, dishdieving sare of King Cdimus,

“Leaveus.” theKing ordered hisaide. “1 could not believe the messenger when he told me you were
here” he said to Wyl.

No, | bet you couldn’t, Wyl thought, watching the aide bow and leave, hisface pinched at being
dismissed so plainly. Wyl could not enjoy it. returning his gazeto Celimus dmost immediately. When he
heard the door shut behind him he eased the corpse from his shoulders and dropped it to the floor.



“I bring you the body of Wyl Thirsk. Sire, asordered.”
Hewaited.

Celimus did not flinch, did not look down but held the stare. Wyl imagined a dozen or so scenarios were
flashing through the King’s mind now as he tried to work out how his carefully laid plan had gone so
terribly wrong, how it came to be that Romen stood before him and not Arkal.

“The other men you took.” It was a statement but the question was clearly there.

“Dead, dre, dl of them.” Wyl reported.

At thisthe King's eyebrow raised dightly. He had not expected such news.

“Including thelr treecherous leader. Arkol.” Wyl reinforced, hoping the King would bite.

Hedid. “Ah. yes. what of him?’ Cedimusinquired innocently but still the penetrating gaze held Wyl firmly.

“Died screaming, your magjesty, as| ran him through. It was either that or be killed mysdlf. It wastheir
plan, you see—or s0 | think I’ ve worked out—that they would deliver Thirsk’s body and share the purse
themsalves. | cannot think of any other reason for their betrayd.”

He could see the King relax just dightly after Wyl had deliberately given Cdimus the room he needed to
maneuver himsdf away from al linksto Arkol’ s band.

“Redly?’ Cdimussad. “ Treacherousindeed, Romen. I'm glad you were able to save yourself.”
“But not the King of Briavel, sire. Arkol murdered him.”

There was only amoment’ s hesitation. “I had hoped as much.” Celimus could not keep the excitement
fromhisvoice.

Wyl ignored the admission, responding flatly. “1 saw him die”

Celimus became suddenly conciliatory and Wyl could sense the way the King's agile mind moved around
his problem. In the end Celimus decided to use a haf truth. “1 mean it sincerdly. Romen, when | admit my
discomfort a not sharing that intention with you. | sensed you would not be aparty toit if | did.”

“And you would beright, your magesty. | do not kill sovereignsfor any amount of money. Will you be
attending the state funerd ?’

“| doubt they’ Il hold a public ceremony, thank Shar! The Briavellian commander, if heiswise, will not
want to see the people excited to war just now, would he?” Cdimus said, clearly delighted. “ After dl, the
rabble would immediately point the finger & Morgraviaand start baying for blood. But the Guard isin no
position to fight. Not with the Queen so young, so vulnerable. Poor child. How londly she must be. Ripe
for the plucking.”

Wy! hated hisKing with such fury, it took al of his control, every ounce of determination he could
muster, not to strike the man standing before him—xkill him barehanded, in fact, despite the guards who
could be summoned withasinglecal.

“But you do not hold it againgt me, surely?” Celimus queried, sensing the sudden tension.

It was an odd question. Wyl narrowed Romen’ s eyes and forced the body heinhabited to relax. “Itis
your decision, sre. | do not interferein politics or affairs of state. Arkol succeeded with your task and



I”’m presuming you had good reason for giving theingtruction. | did not kill Arkol for that action,” Wyl
lied. “1 digpatched him for turning on me. | imagine he may have even killed more of his own men to keep
abigger share of your money.”

“But | was paying them gold to do our bidding,” Cdimus said, al innocence and offended pride. “They
have betrayed us both.”

Wyl appreciated how cleverly Celimus used the word “us,” artfully depicting them as partners.

“Yes, dre, but men like these can rardly be trusted. | told you that when you hired them,” Wyl said,
amazed at wherethat piece of information had bubbled up from.

“That you did. Hopefully | can trust you.”
“I am aman of my word. | promised you the corpse of Wyl Thirsk.”

“And you have ddivered!” Cdimus said magnanimoudy, his pleasure barely conceded. 1 am indebted
to you, Romen Kordldy,” he added, bending down now to roll over Wyl’ s body and reassure himsalf
how very dead it was. He lifted the head by its orange hair and then banged it down carelesdly.

Wyl blinked back the fury. “What now, sire?’

“For him? A date funera, | suppose. Morgraviawill honor her proud Generd and its Legion will grieve
deeply. | will declare aday of public mourning in his honor. Wewill exalt one of our favorite sonsand
bury him with pride and pomp aongside hisfather. The people will weep and their King will shed hisown
specia tears,” Celimus said before sneering, “ of joy.”

Wyl could only nod.

“Come, Romen, st and join mein acup and help me celebrate what is surely one of the happiest days of
my life”

Wyl had no choice but to accept the goblet of sweet wine that the King deigned to pour from achalice
with hisown hand.

“Tel meeverything,” Cdimussaid, hisdark eyes gleaming with anticipation.

And Wyl did. carefully reconstructing the story and sticking as much to the truth as he could, leaving out
Fynch'sinvolvemernt.

“So Thirsk was supping aonewith Vaor?’

“No. | learned afterward that the daughter joined them—arrived through some sort of concealed
entrance or other.”

“Ah, | assume, though, you discovered the outcome of Thirsk’ s conversation with the King?’

Wyl amiled inwardly. Cdimus presumed Vdentynawas a S mpering Princess without anotion or opinion
of her own. If only he knew.

“I did. sre.” he admitted, leaning back in his chair as Romen would. “He assured me he had won the
King'sagreement. Then hetried to bargain with mefor hislife”

Cdimusthrew back his head and showed his perfect teeth in afull-throated laugh. “ But you killed him all
the same. | likeyou, Koreldy. Y ou are my man.”



“Didn’t think twice about it,” Wyl answered, and joined the King in his mirth, wondering whet it would
fed liketo dash the betrayer’ sthroat.

“Tel mehow | can repay you for this stupendoudy good deed.”

Wyl’ s expression turned into one of Romen’ sfavorites, acynica raising of an eyebrow. “Apart from the
promised purse, you mean, Sire?’ he asked dryly.

“Of course. | am feding generous and you are responsible for this lighthearted mood. On top of the gold,
ask aboon of meand let megrant it,” Celimus offered, siweeping his hand expansvely as though nothing
could betoo large afavor.

“Thereis something, mgesty,” Wyl said.

“Nameit!” the King said, walking around his desk to retrieve two leather sacks, one larger than the
other. He returned and banged them down on the table. They had the unmistakably heavy sound of gold.
“They’ re both for you. | am giving you dl the money, including what wasintended for Arkol and his

“That wasn't the boon, sire,” Wyl said carefully.

“I redlize. Tl me” Celimus commanded.

“Thegder,” hereplied.

The King looked momentarily confused and then understanding dawned. “Of Thirsk!”
Wyl nodded. “I want her.”

“Shar’sBdls. What will you do with her, man?’

He said nothing but alowed one of Romen’s sardonic smilesto drift across hisface.

Cdlimus began to laugh and then to clap dowly, hisdelight evident. “ Thisis priceless. Oh; it istoo much
fun to know Thirsk’ s executioner will now bed his much-beloved sgter. It's an even more perfect
sentence than | could have imposed mysdlf” the King admitted. “ Take her. Romen. with my blessings.
And when you' vefinished with her, you' rewelcometo kill her. You'll rid me of aproblem—I’Il inform
the dungeoner immediately.”

“Good.” Wyl said, only barely holding on to his emotions now. He gripped the goblet and ddliberately
forced himsdf toraiseit. “ To secrets, Sre”

“I'll drink to that. Y ou'll be my best-kept one.” And he swallowed the contents of his own goblet in one
draught. “1 seeyou are hurt.” he said.

Wyl shook his head to show it was nothing serious but took his chance to escape. “A legacy from Thirsk.
gre, but | will take my leaveif you'll grant it and haveit seento.”

“Of course. But tell me before you go of the Princess.”

Thiswasacritica part of hisplan now. In order to protect Vaentyna. Wyl knew he must make her
irresstibleto Celimus. Much asit galed him. he must encourage the King' s amorous attentions and thus
keep him from waging any strikeson Briave.

He ddiberatdly rearranged Romen’ s permanently amused expression into one of seriousness. “Sheis



breathtakingly beautiful, your magjesty. A more exquisite woman | have never laid eyes upon nor will 1.” 1t
wasadl truth.

Cdimus s attention was riveted on him now. “Y ou mean this?”’
“l do, Sre”

“Describe her for me,” the King commanded, perplexed, as he remembered only the hysterical, plump
child.

Wyl brought VVaentynafully into hismind and felt the thrill once again of looking upon her.

“Sheistdl, dre, like yourself. Her raven hair isglossy and fdlslong and wavy. She hasintdlligent
eyes—blue as asummer sky—and her wit isbright and quick.”

Celimus was shaking his head with disbelief Wyl continued. “ Sheislean, your mgesty, but shapdy,” he
lied, remembering her dmost boyishly narrow hips. “Her breasts are high. Her skin flawless, creamy in
complexion.”

“Stop!” Cdimussaid. “Thisissurely not the same person?’

“Sre?’

“Oh, never mind,” he said impatiently. Celimus s brow creased in thought.
Wyl decided to press his case.

“Sire, far beit from meto presume anything even resembling apolitical stance but, if uniting these realms
isyour intention, not only is marriage to thiswoman amost feasible option but she could not fail to please
your eye, your magesty. More than your eye, in fact,” Wyl added conspiratorialy.

Celimus caught the dry comment and exploded into laughter. “My bed would be ever warm, you mean?’
he encouraged.

Wyl shrugged dightly; it was anonchaant gesture yet clearly one of agreement.

The King banged his hand on the table. “Damn you, Romen, I’ d enjoy having your company around me.
Can | persuadeyou to stay?’

“No, sre—though it isagenerous offer. | have business el sewhere to attend to.”
“More nations?’ the King suggested.

Wyl shook hishead. “Y our purseis substantid enough, sire, that | will not need to pursue such
employment for along time. No, mgesty, the good life beckons. | should return home and inquire after
my family. It has been too long since | have enjoyed the rich meadows and lush wines of Grenadyn.”

He hoped the King would not ask him hisintentionsfor Ylena

Cdlimus had dready forgotten her. “But you will stay for the funera? In fact, | demand you do. It will
look right that the man who brought Genera Thirsk back to his King seeshim buried.”

Wyl did not want to but he could see the set of Celimus' sjaw. It was obvious the King wished to enjoy
his company just alittlelonger. He could also see the sense of it and it might hel p impress upon the men
of the Legion that he wasto be trusted. It could comein handly later.



“Of course, Sre. It will be my pleasure to remain until the business of Thirsk isfully behind you.”

The King nodded. “1 will send for my physic to seeto your injury.” Celimus pulled on acord, which
brought back the courtier. “Korddy isto have the full generosity of Stoneheart available to him. Seeto
whatever he needs. And cdl Physic Gerd to his chambers.” The man bowed as Celimus turned back to
Wyl. “Until later, then.”

Wyl. putting the two sacks under one arm. took the King's elegant hand in his. Although he hated to
touch hisenemy, heliked it that he wasfindly tal enough to look Cdimusdirectly in the eye. He bowed
but the King did not see the smile of satisfaction on Romen’s handsome face.



Chapter 16

Wyl dlowed the king's physic to see to hiswound. He wasimpatient, twisting under the doctor’s
ministrations. The injury was uncomfortable but the dash was clean and afew sutures closed it with ease.
Whatever that fellow gave him to drink to deaden the pain of his needlework was making Wyl fed like he
was drifting but there was till something important he had to do. He splashed hisface with water and
was pleased he had been provided with avaet—albeit one dtill in training—to seeto hisneeds. The
youngster had carefully laid out fresh clothes. Wyl told him he would only be needing the shirt for now
and that he would require a bath later. Keen to please, the valet said he would arrange for atub to be
brought up.

Feding only vagudy refreshed, Wyl made off for Stoneheart’ s dungeons; he needed no hep in finding his
way down there but asked the guards for directions al the same, just in case he was being watched. As
he arrived he was reminded of that day years ago when as aboy he had been tricked into coming to this
place of despair. It was as though that terrible scene of torture had occurred only yesterday, so vivid was
hismemory of Myrren’ ssuffering.

They had expected hisarrival but not so soon. The man on duty asked him to wait. Wy’ s thoughts sped
once more back to Myrren, marveling at her resolve not to capitulate under the most enormous pain and
torment. She knew she would die, would not escape their ultimate punishment, and he wondered why
she had not just admitted the sin regardless of the truth. Why suffer such immense anguish?Why
indeed, if she was empowered, did she not save hersdf? He could not answer his own questions.

His thoughts wandered further to Knave. Myrren was determined—persistent even—to win Wyl's
assurance that he would take the pup and make him hisown. I's Knave connected with the
enchantment? Certainly the dog had mysterious ways. And Fynch, he thought. Where does hefit in all
of this?

WyI recalled the Widow Ilyk’ s strange words of caution. Keep the dog and his companion close, she
had warned, adding that he had aready met the companion she spoke of. It has to be Fynch. Thelad
had showed immense courage and tenacity. It would have been so easy for Fynch to return to Stoneheart
and forget everything he had seen or heard. But he had not. Instead he had saved Vaentyna slifeand, to
some extent, Wyl. Wyl was just beginning to wonder how he would ever convince the boy of the truth of
whom Romen Koreldy now was when the guard returned with the man in charge of the dungeons.

He was agood man. Wyl recalled, who took no part or pleasure in the torture of the inmates on therare
occasion it occurred. In fact he was known for showing leniency to dl of his“guests.” asheliked to cdll
them.

“Sir,” he said, nodding a brisk bow towards Wyl. “I’m sorry for the delay, we were not expecting you so
soon.”

He dismissed hisguard, leaving them done.

“That'squitedl right,” Wyl said. “Y ou know | am hereto take Ylena Thirsk from your—" he searched
for theword, “care.”

Theman smiled. “Yes, sr. And I’'m glad of it. That fine young lady does not deserve this treatment.
Er—do you mind if | ask what your interest in thiswoman is, Sr—you being astranger and al?’

It was an impertinent question and one Wyl knew he could have the man flogged for. Instead he made a



promise to one day seek this man out and thank him for protecting hissSster’ sinterests.

Right now, he returned the smile to show no offense had been taken but it died as soon as he spoke. “I
had the misfortune to witness what they did to Lady Donal—and to her husband.” Hewas glad hisvoice
didn’t choke on thelagt. “I have offered help and been given permisson to extend it.”

“I am grateful to you. sir. If | might spesk fredly, it was awretched thing they did to those two young
people.” he confided. “Follow me.” Asthey walked, the dungeon’ s keeper cautioned him. “Sheisnot in
avery good—urn—state. | should warn, sr. Thisisno place for young ladies.”

He said no more but turned alarge key in the cdll door. It wasthe only prison cell with afull, thick timber
door rather than bars. This prisoner was clearly not on show.

Stepping indde. Wyl wasimmediately assaulted by the smell. He saw her and anger warred with pity.
Still wearing the same bloodied clothes. Y lenawas crouched in one corner. She had soiled hersdlf and
her hair wasfilthy and lank; it fell across her face and sheignored it. Y lena s once-soft lips were chapped
and her eyes, formerly so full of amusement and thejoy of life, were hollow shadows of their former
gparkling glory. She was expressionless and rocked to and fro on the balls of her feet, softly voicing a
tundesshum.

“Ylena?’ he whispered, knowing she would not recognize the voice of Romen.

She did not even tir. Instead she seemed to be gazing past him. He followed her stare and stumbled
againg the dungeoner, horrified to see the remains of Alyd Dond’ s head mounted high on aspike. The
lidswere haf-closed, his expression gtill seemingly reflecting the horror of hislast moments. Wyl held
back the cry of anger that rushed towards release.

The dungeoner shrugged. “King' sorders, Sr. I'm sorry, did you know him?”
Wyl ignored the question. “What did they do with therest of him?" he barked.

“Burned. | think. We are under gtrict orders down here. Not asingle man of the Legion isto hear of her
Stuation or even that Captain Dona was executed, | wastold under pendty of death. It isonly mysdf
that knowswho has been incarcerated and in fact, g, it ismy ordersthat | must shroud the lady when
sheleaves”

Again al Wyl could dowasnod. “Doit,” he said. “Can shewak?’
“Best | carry her, Sr.”

“Right. Follow me and bring that aswell,” he said, indicating Alyd' shead. “I will seeit getsa proper
burid.”

Wyl seethed dl the way back to his chambers at the state in which he had found Ylena Hisonly
consolation was that she lived. He said farewell to the dungeoner outside the door, taking Ylenafrom him
and pressing agold coin into his hand.

“No need, gr,” theman said. “I’m just happy she' s back where she belongs.”
“Let meassureyou it'snot here,” Wyl replied and the man nodded at this before leaving him.

Theyoung vaet’' s eyes matched the Sze of his open mouth when Wyl staggered in carrying awoman.



“Lord Kordldy. sir!” wasdl the boy managed to get out.

Wyl laid the catatonic Y lenaon his bed and the sack containing hisfriend’ s inking remainsin the corner.
“Jorn, fetch hot water. Do we have bath oils?’

The lad nodded.

“Good. Hurry now.”

Jorn was at the door when Wy called him back. He flipped him agold coin, knowing the youngster
would not have held such afortune before.

“Thereisnothing illega about what we do but please don't go wagging your tongue outside of thisroom.
| have the King's permission to care for this person, who isthe sister of the dead man | brought back to
Morgraviawith methismorning.”

Jorn nodded. Word of Wyl Thirsk’ s desth had ripped around Stoneheart like wildfire. “ Yes, sir. You
wish meto say nothing of the lady’ s presence,” the boy replied serioudly.

“Good boy. Discretion isthe highest-vaued ability of avadet and | will mention that specia quality of
yoursto theKing.”

Now Jorn’ s eyes were sparkling with pride. “ Thank you, sir,” he gushed and tumbled through the door in
his rush to fetch the hot water.

Hewas surprisngly fast. Wyl had only just drawn the curtains around the bed in time to hide Ylena
before two servants arrived with Jorn, dragging buckets of water. Satisfied that they were too busy with
their choresto wonder what might be behind those drapes, he dismissed them with brief thanks, then
suggested Jorn go in search of some suitable clothes. He directed the lad to Ylena sformer chambers
and then he sat about the task of cleaning up hissister.

She seemed so entirely lost to him. Wyl wondered if he could find her again, whether he would ever see
her smile again. Softly anging an old lullaby sheloved asachild, he began to wash her. Very gradudly
the familiar features began to emerge from benegth the filth and he saw her thin shoulders begin to relax
asthe warmth of the water worked its own magic. Orange and violet oil in the water smoothed her skin
under the sponge he moved gently about her. and then he soaped her hair, dowly removing itstangles
and dirt.

By the time Jorn returned with some garments, Y lena, now wrapped in Wyl’ s huge shirt, looked like a
new person. Wyl had just finished combing her still-damp hair and the young lad offered him aribbon
with which to tieit back. Then he gently laid her againin hisbed and covered her.

“Thank you. Jorn,” he said with genuine fegling. The boy had been agrest help. Aswell as clothesand
footwear, Jorn had brought toiletries and grooming implements from her rooms.

“l dsofound this, dr.” he said, handing over abox.

Wyl smiled. Jorn had brought Ylend s jewels. They were mostly their mother’ s but he was pleased to see
abrooch he had given her and the pearl from the King. She had been allowed to wear her wedding ring,
he noticed.

“Argorn jewels.” hewhispered. “Y ou’ ve done her proud. Jorn. | think what she needs now isdeep.”



“What happened, sr?’
Truth was best. “ She was aguest in his mgesty’ s dungeon while he suspected Wyl Thirsk of treachery.”
“Andisit true that Thirsk was treacherous?’

“No. Asit turned out hisloyalties never wavered for Morgravia—the King knowsthat now.” helied.
“Which iswhy Wyl Thirsk isto be honored with afull state funera and his Sster has been released into
my care.”

“Andyou, sir? 'Y ou too look badly in need of rest. How about your bath?’

Wyl yawned. “1 think what | need most is somefood,” he said, redizing he had not eaten for two days.
“And then | shall deep. Forget the bath. Wake me early and we' Il seetoit then.”

Jorn once again hurried off. thistime to the kitchens, where he refused to be drawn out on the subject of
the dashing stranger who had brought home afavorite son.

Wyl woke early from his hard bed on the floor but Jorn was ready for him with the promised bath and a
very hearty bregkfagt. Ylenahad seemingly moved only once through the night, turning to face the
window from which she could see the sSky. asight lacking from the dungeon. She remained listlessand
slent, athough Wyl sensed her eyesfollowed him.

He went about his ablutions and then ate hungrily in sllence. When finished, he stretched and looked over
at her. She was watching him, as he suspected she might have been.

“Good morning,” he said in Romen’ sbright way.
The answer came so softly that he had to lean closer. “Who areyou?” she repested.

Hewould haveto spin hisbest tale yet now. “1 am Romen Koreldy, anoble and along way from my
homein Grenadyn.” He made his voice especialy soft, so as not to disturb her. “I accompanied your
brother on aspecia secret missoninto Briavel.” Wyl would have liked to have taken her hand or held
her close for the next part of histale but she had shrunk benegath her covers, only her face above the
blankets. He Sighed. “Lady Dondl. it iswith aheavy heart that | must tell you we were attacked and
athough he fought bravely he was cut down. Wyl died of hisinjuries but I’ ve brought him back onto
Morgravian soil—back to Stoneheart.”

Her even expression did not betray her true thoughts. “Wyl was the most superior swordsman of the
Morgravian Legion. No man could cut him down.”

Wyl nodded, loving her deeply for her loydty. “Thisistrue, my lady. We were set upon by many and he
made sure he took the last one with him to death.”

He saw her clamp her jaw hard. She was working hard at remaining calm. “Wyl isdead.” Ylenafixed
him with aheartbreaking gaze. “ So what makes a complete stranger do this kind deed, sir—of bringing
him back, | mean?’

She watched Romen Koreldy shrug.

“I too would be dead if not for him. He gave melife. | owed him thismuch.”



Ylenanodded. “And me? What isyour interest?”’

“A promise.” Wyl said, stting forward and now chancing to take her dender hand from benesth the
covers. “| promised your brother as he died that | would rescue you from the dungeon.” He steeled
himsalf against the tears and pressed doggedly on. This needed to be said. He needed Ylena strust and
the only way wasto use her memory of Wyl. “He told me what happened in the courtyard.” Wyl said,
carefully avoiding mentioning that Romen had been present during Alyd’ s execution. “He made me swear
| would win your release.”

She wept quietly as the frozen memory of Alyd'slast day began to thaw. Asher body began to tremble,
Wyl put Romen’sarms around her and drew her close, hugging hissgter.

“Did hetell you everything?’ she mumbled againgt hisbroad chest.

“Yes. | know about Cdimus sbetrayd but | find mysdlf in avery dangerous position, my lady. | have but
oneam and that isto get you away from here and fulfill my promise to your brother. We will get youto a
safe place but | am under supervision, you could say, until your brother isburied. The King promisesa
theatricd funerd.”

“Wyl would hate it knowing Cdimuswas amiling at histomb.”

“I understand. May | cdl you Ylena?” She nodded. “Well, Ylena, we must get through the funerd and
then weleave. That isthe only way | can guarantee our safety.”

“I am not going. | will not watch Wyl be buried. | have suffered enough desth.”

Wyl was relieved to hear it and sat her back down. “Right now | want you to eat and get some strength
back.”

She touched hisarm. “Romen. did you by any chance see—in my dungeon—"

“Yes. Ylena. | have brought him.” Now she cried again. “We will bury him properly.”
There was aknock at the door.

“Whoisit?” Wyl cdled.

“Jorn, Sr. You have avigtor.”

Wyl grimaced. He went to the door and opened it acrack to get rid of whomever it was but the door
burst open and the body of Romen K oreldy was knocked to the floor and straddled by a huge, very
excited black dog.

“Knavel” heand Y lena both shouted as he hugged the dog.

Jorn had pulled in the dog’' s companion; and now Fynch, wearing brand new clothes and aterrified
expression, began to wall.

“Murderer! Assassn!”

Wyl was on hisfeet in asecond and clamped his hand across Fynch’s mouth. The little boy began to
kick and struggle, desperately trying to scream benesth the pressure of Romen'’ slarge palm. Chaos
broke out in the room. Y lena, terrified, managed to sit up. Knave was il growling with pleasure and
legping to put his paws againgt Koreldy in welcome while Jorn was so startled he flattened himsdlf against
thewall.



“Everyone, quiet!” Wyl roared. “Do you want the whole castlein uproar?” He glared at each. “Down,
Knave! Now you, Fynch, silence! | will not hurt you if you stop struggling—stop!” The boy went limp.
Wyl breathed out with rdlief. “ Jorn, be at ease. Thiscan dl be easily explained,” he said, unconvinced he
could explain anything. “ Y lena, please—eat and rest. Y ou are familiar with thisbeast?’ he asked, looking
with bemusement at the dog, whose tail was wagging furioudy, hisfront pawsleaning on Romen's
shoulders.

“Yes, heismy brother’sdog. I...1 don’t understand.”

Wyl nodded to cut her short. “I will leave the dog here with you. Fynch and | have thingsto discuss.”
“What did this boy mean by caling you an assassin?’ she asked.

“A migtake. | will explainlater but let metalk to him first. He has been through much, my lady.”

Y lenashook her head, not understanding any of it. “ Knave seems attached to you,” she said with equal
confusion. “And yet he hates everyone.”

“I have away with animals,” Wyl said, hoping that would suffice for now. “Excuseme,” he added and
dragged Fynch from the room, his hand till over the lad’s mouth.

A chamber a the end of the hall was mercifully empty. Wyl took Fynchinside.

“I want you to promise me you will not scream but listen. | have news you must know. | understand you
were agood friend to Wyl Thirsk. Please. | know about Vaentyna and your escape. Just promise you
will ligen.”

Fynch nodded wide-eyed from behind Romen’ s hand. When Wyl released him, Fynch scuttled away,
breething hard with fright.

“I know about you,” he accused. “1 know you were hired to kill Genera Thirsk.”

Wyl sghed. Hefdt it was suddenly usdlessto try to convince Fynch he was anyone but Romen
Koreldy—for now anyway. No one, not even someone who alowed for magic, would believe him. His
mind raced; he must persuade the lad to trust him.

“Fynch.”

“How do you know my name?’

“Wyl told me”

“Isit true—is he dead?’

Wyl nodded, hating to lie to the courageous lad. He watched Fynch fight back hisinclination to weep.
“They say you brought him back,” he said, contempt glittering in his damp eyes.

“l did.”

“But you killed him.”

“No.” Wyl lied, knowing it was Romen' s skilled arm that had killed his body. He decided he would
never be able to explain and pressed on with crafting anew lie.



“Wyl told me what you' d overheard. It istrue and he and | spoke about it. After you and the Princess
had escaped, he warned me not to trust Celimus. He told me everything and then when the attack came,

| redlized my life was digpensable too—that Celimus had dmost certainly ordered my degth together with
Wyl’s. In the end we fought on the same side, Fynch. We both protected King Vaor—"

“Vaor' sdead!” Fynch hurled back.

“I know. | watched him fal to the blade of aman called Arkol, who then turned on me. Wyl and | had
aready dispatched most of the mercenariesto their gods but Wyl was cut down by two men. He took
onewith him a the sametimeas| killed Arkol. | was wounded and if not for Wyl’ s courageous dash
from the ground where he was bleeding to death, my life would be gone too. He distracted the last man
long enough for meto gather my wits and finish him off.” Fynch was crying now and Wyl hated himsdlf
deeply for thelies.

“Wyl died in my arms but not before making me promisethat | would get hissister to safety. | had
aready given my oath that | would protect Princess Vaentyna.”

Fynch looked up, disbelief crossing hisface. “Did you?’

Wyl nodded. “I gave my promise with blood.” He showed him the wound on his palm. “So you see.
Fynch. | am on your side. | came back for Y lenaand to see that Wyl Thirsk getsthe burial he deserves. |
made sure the Legionnaires saw his body and knew that he had been sent on aspecia mission to Briave
by the King. Celimus cannot squirm out of that now. He must hail Wyl asthe hero hewasfor Morgravia.
| have deliberately seen to it that the Thirsk nameisnot sullied. Do you believe me?’ He just stopped
short of begging.

Thesmall lad sniffed. He considered for along time, long enough for Wyl to fed uncomfortablein the
slence. Finaly Fynch spoke. “I will trust you for one reason only.”

“Andthat is?” Wyl asked, Romen’ seyebrow lifting inits habituad manner.

“Because Knave does. Knave knows thingsthat | don’t understand. He knew we had to come home. |
followed him even though | would have preferred to stay in Briavel. Knave made me come back.”

“Doyou tak to him, then? Wyl asked, achill crawling up his spine as Myrren’ s gift returned to his
conscious.

“Not exactly, but he does communicate things | don't fully grasp. And when we got to Stoneheart, he
knew whereto come. | find it passing strange that he didn’t go in search of General Thirsk’ s body but
deliberately dipped into corridors and tiny entrances until he found these sairs. He came straight to your
chamber. And | don't understand why he was friendly toward you when three days ago he would have
gladly ripped your throat out.”

Can Knave really have done this? Wyl wondered. “What are you saying?’

“I don't know, Sir. Except that | will trust hisingtincts over mine, which areto run fromyou.”
“You saw Ylena Sheisyet to recover from what she has been through, but she trusts me.”
“I trust only Knave and Vdentynanow,” the boy admitted.

“Fynch, whereisthe Princess?’

“Where she belongs, sir. Sheisno longer Princess but Queen of Briavel. Sheisreturned to Werryl to



bury her father and—"

“How isshe?’

“Physcdly fine, sr. Broken over her father’ s desth. Sheis even contemplating war against Morgravia.”
“No!” Wyl shouted, gartling Fynch. “ She must not, a al costs, do this.”

Fynch shrugged. “I am only agong boy, Sir.”

“Much more, | fear,” Wyl said, shaking his head. “Fynch, you have to go back. Y ou must dip away from
Stoneheart and return to Briavel. Give her amessage from me. You and | must prevent war—thereisa

W@/_”
“Where are you going?’

“Fird, | must get Ylenato safety and away from the King' sline of vision or even thoughts. Heisfickle
and will forget her easily but not if sheisanywhere near. | will return to Briave, | promise. Y ou know |
have given my word to Wyl Thirsk to protect Vaentyna,” he reassured, holding up his pam so Fynch
could see the blood oath scar again.

Fynch nodded. “1 shdl leave immediatdy.”
“Haveyou ahorse?’
“Yes, Vdentynagave me one. | lost my mulein the troubles back there.”

For thefirst timein what felt like ages, Wyl smiled for the pure pleasure of being able to say something
postive.

“Oh, | think | found her. A gentle beast who accompanied us back to Morgravia.”

“That's probably her!” Fynch said, clearly pleased. “1 must return her to my family.”

“Come.” Wyl said. “I’'ll give you money for the care of your family while you are gone. Then you must
leave with haste. Get away from Morgraviaand remainin Briavel until you hear from me.”

“And the message for Vdentyna?’
“I will write her aletter.”
“And Knave?’

“Y ou two must stick together. Hewill keep you safe. Fynch.”



Chapter 17

Wyl expected to befine at his own funerd but he wasfar fromit. He had seen Fynch off in the early
hours. The mule had been retrieved and Fynch was on hisway back to hisfamily’ s cottage four miles
from Stoneheart, his pockets bulging with coin that Wyl had inssted hetake to hissister. He dlso carried
with him ahandwritten letter from Romen Koreldy to Queen Vdentyna

WyI had explained the gist of it to him and Fynch had approved. “ She'll like that. But sheis scared and
untrusting—you'’ d better not leave it too long to present yoursdlf,” he had cautioned.

Wyl had decided in the end that by the time Fynch had met with hisfamily and finaly got on the road to
Briave, theforma part of the funerad might well be over. With thisin mind, he opted to keep Knave by
Y lena as protection; he had no desire for anyone to come snooping around his chambers and discover
Y lena. No one would dare trespass with the black dog to negotiate with. He could then send Knave on
to catch up with Fynch. who. Wyl was surprised to note, seemed confident that the dog would
understand dl ingtructions.

Jorn had been a godsend, quietly going about his business of caring for Romen and Ylena, so Wyl felt
confident when heleft Knave outsde his chambers, guarding his sigter, that he would get through the
funera formalitieswithout a problem.

It was easier said than achieved.

A large crowd had aready swelled, lining up quietly, and Wyl found it easier to join them rather than
enter the cathedrd viathe*noble doors.”

“Why not take the faster route?” awoman said, nodding toward the magnificently carved entrance.

“Thirsk claimed he was a soldier before he was anoble. | pay him respect by using the common
entrance,” Wyl replied.

She smiled back, obvioudy pleased. “He was agood man. Always good to my girlshewas. Such a
shame”

Wyl suddenly recognized her for one of the city’ s brothel owners. Shelooked different without her fancy
gowns and face colorings. He recaled how she had once asked for protection for the women working in
the brothel and how grateful she had been when he provided the girls with a permanent guard who would
escort them home when needed.

“Did you know him?” amuch older man directly ahead of him asked.

The question made Wyl fed suddenly vulnerable. “1 did.”

“I knew hisfather. | wasthe great man’srunner for many years.”

“Oh?" Wyl said, taken aback.

“Yes. And they say the youngster was shaping up to be every bit as good as Fergys Thirsk.”
“I believeit would have pleased Wyl to know people thought this of him.”

“Sticksin my craw, that whole Briave thing. What was he doing there anyway?’



“A misson for the sovereign, | gather.”

“Then it wasadirty misson. | presume.” the man whispered and was hushed by someone nearby.
“You'll get your tongue cut out for less,” hisfriend warned. “ There are rumors about our new King.”
“What isbeing said?’ Wyl asked keenly.

The man grimaced. “I’m not saying thisistruth, mind, only what I’ ve heard. There stak of killingsin the
castle—secret killings and torture. Let’s not forget who his mother was,” he added and fell silent.

Wyl knew he would get no more from the folk around him, but he was pleased to hear they were getting
an inkling that beneath Celimus s handsome exterior lived acrud and heartless soul.

Asthe group stepped across the threshold of the cathedra doors, the anticipated silence hushed al
whigpering.

Built by the ssonemasons and craftsmen of centuries previous, the cathedral inspired awvein al who
entered it. Wyl, who had stood benegth its soaring ceiling on many occasions, never failed to marve at
the beautiful carvings and exquisite sonework. Each of thethirty or so internd pillars was supported on a
plinth carved out of the famous gray stone of Morgraviato depict one of the famed mythical beasts that
were believed to choose an individud at thetime of birth. It was said that the spirit within the birth-beast
would protect its own. which was why Morgravians made their first pilgrimage to the cathedrd at the

youngest possible age.

Asworshipers entered the cathedral now. the procession split into smaler groups as people moved
toward their particular stone beast to touch its head or limbsin quiet reverence for afew moments.

Wy’ s chosen creature was the winged lion. Fearsome, snarling, mgjestic. It had captivated his
imagination at thirteen when he had first set foot in the cathedral and now he paid it just homage, waiting
histurn to lay hishand on its cool, magisteria mane. Heloved to touch itswings too. He did so now
feeling not just overawed, as he did each time he was close to this beast, but absorbing the deep sorrow
of the occasion that seemed to be reflected in the lion’ s expressive eyes.

“I wonder which creature General Thirsk chose,” alad whispered nearby. His mother hushed him.
Wyl could not help himsalf He grinned at the youngster. “ It wasthisone.” he said softly.
The boy’ seyeswidened in pleasure. “ Truly?’

Wyl nodded, glancing towards the lad’ s mother to reassure her that it was dl right to whisper. He
crouched to be at eye level with her son. “I knew Genera Thirsk, and you, him, and mysdlf dl sharethe
same mythical beast.”

“That makes us brothers, then.” the youngster said proudly.
“It does.” He touched fists with the boy in the Legionnaire manner.

The woman smiled back and nodded her thanks. Wyl knew he was lingering now to avoid what he
suddenly felt he did not want to confront. He had no choice, though. The flow of people was pressing
forward and he could not resist that swell for much longer.

He turned and stared toward the front where abier stood in a cleared space. Atop the bier was Wyl
Thirsk’s corpse.



Wyl felt undone when he laid eyes on his own cooled and pale body. It was naked save for abinding of
mudlin about the groin and awrezath of the nationa flower about the head. Celimus had ordered that the
Generd’ s corpse be presented in this fashion—an honor reserved for nobility held in the highest esteem
by the Crown. He looked at the crimson imolda—the prettiest of al wildflowers—wryly noticing how it
clashed with hishair color.

Wyl had ddliberately arrived early yet there were adready many dozens of people shuffling past the
corpse, paying ther fina respectsto ayoung man cut down in his prime. He overheard someone muitter
their observation that the last of the Thirsk men had perished. A lump formed in histhroat asablitz of
sorrowful thoughts crashed into hismind and he began to fed the depth of sadnessaround him.

He stumbled dightly when he drew close to the body, which he saw was covered lightly with gingery
hair. Passing strange | never noticed that when | owned that body, he wondered. He noted al
manner of tiny detailsthat had not occurred to him previoudy. Now that it was dackened in death’s
peaceful repose, he saw that his face was not as ugly as he had dways presumed. Plain, yes, but not
ugly. He noticed that his despised freckles had al but disappeared, that hisface, though pae with death,
was tanned like the sunburned arms, once thick and strong. For some reason he held avision of himself
possessing a boyish face and yet now that he looked at it he could see that in the years since hisarrival at
Stoneheart, he had undergone a transformation.

That face was much squarer now, the jaw and brow more pronounced. He had possessed workmanlike
hands, something he had never taken account of, and these were now crossed over at the chest, but even
so they did not hide the livid wound where Romen’ s sword had penetrated. It was awarrior’ s wound,
oneto be proud of, and some people touched it in veneration. A collective sorrow had gathered itself
about the line of mourners who made adow but steady revolution of the body. He stepped into theline
findly and followed suit, resting Romen’ slarge, elegant hand ever so briefly on Wyl Thirsk’ swound,
remembering that exquisite agony and sense of disbelief asthe sword had run him through.

Upon touching his own corpse Wyl experienced a breathlessness as he felt his own emotions rising up.
His body looked small and helplesslying there; it made him think of hisfather’sand then Magnus s deeth.
It reminded him that Alyd and possibly Gueryn were dead. All he had |eft was Ylenato love and
Vaentynato protect.

A loud fanfare of trumpets sounded, signaling the monarch’ sentry into the cathedrd. Celimuswas earlier
than expected. Wyl grimaced with Romen’ s mouth. He had hoped to be in and out before the King
arrived. People about him were dropping their heads and bowing low—as Celimus demanded
gpparently—yet Wyl could not do the same. Something hard and unforgiving prevented him from paying
this treacherous bastard any homage. He could see Celimus striding down the main aide of the cathedrd,
his hedls clicking loudly and arrogantly on the flagstones, resounding al the way up to the magnificent
ached caling.

The King made hisway to the opposite side of the nave from where the winged lion resded. Celimus
stood before the stone dragon, his done until he died and a new King inherited the throne. Here he
paused in quiet reflection, not caring that al were required to remain bowed until he had seated himself.
Hefindly extended an arm to touch the dragon’ s clawed fooat, its rearing head—as befitted the King of
al beasts—being too high even for one of hisheight to reach.

Then he turned and clicked his swaggering way back toward the stone throne at the front of the
cathedral. No one was yet permitted to straighten. It wasludicrous. Wyl protested inwardly. Magnus had
never asked for such alengthy and theetrical obeisance. What is happening to the Morgravians? And
how much worse will it get, for these are such early days in the reign of Celimus?



He realized the traitor had pied and was now watching him; the King had reached his chair but was not
seated yet. The olive gaze stared hard, demanding that Romen Koreldy of Grenadyn bow to the King of
Morgravia

Bow! Wyl urged himsdlf but Romen’ s body would not obey. He knew thiswas not Romen at work.
Romen was gone. Thiswas hisown spirit risng up againgt the evil that looked back at him now from that
devilishly beautiful face. Celimus cocked his head dightly to one Sde. He was asking a question of
Romen now. Wyl understood he was pitting his wits againgt the most dangerous of opponents. All that he
had planned would come undone if he threw away his one chance to escape after the funerd.

Obey him, bow to him!

It was his neighbor who broke the spdll, the old soldier who had been standing in front of himin theline
outside the cathedra.

“Bow, damnyou,” he growled benegath his breasth and mercifully grabbed Romen’sarm to pull him not
only downward but to his sensesaswell.

Wyl dropped to Romen’ s knee and bowed fully to the King.
“Thank you.” hewhispered to the soldier.

Seemingly satisfied but wearing an unreadable expresson, Cdimusat last sat. Soft musicimmediately
erupted from achoir on the gdlery level above. Their voices soared in the cathedra asthough angel's
were singing. People stood straight and the line resumed its shuffle around the body, the music provoking
tears.

At the head of the corpse Wyl looked down upon the closed eyes, the onesthat hid the mystery of
Myrren' s gift. Ginger lasheslay like soft down against the tops of the dead man’s cheeks—his cheeks.
How deeply sad he suddenly fdt for himsdif.

Dead but not dead. Trapped as Wyl and yet free to be Romen.

Grief betrayed him now and WYyl had to recover quickly lest King Celimus notice genuine sorrow in Wyl
Thirk’s n. He strode away from the body, pleased to escape, throwing aglance toward the King,
who chose not to look hisway.

Many nobles had gathered. He noticed the Duke of Felrawthy was not present, probably still shoring up
defenses in the north, as was his duty to the Crown. The Duke' s absence was probably ablessing in the
circumstances, considering his son’ sfate, athough the King still desperately needed the support of the
influence Jeryb Dond widlded in the north. He wondered what lies Celimus had contrived to send to the
Duke regarding Alyd' s death to avoid jeopardizing that relationship. Perhaps the King was beginning to
regret hisvengeful decison to end the young man'slife?

The service began and pulled Wyl from hismusings. The holy men said dl the usud things and then the
King made a flowery speech lauding the virtues of Morgravia sfavorite man of the military. Music,
pomp, ceremony—just as Celimus had promised. Once the body was finally shrouded, later to belaid in
the family vault at Stoneheart with al the other Thirskswho had served Morgravia, the service
concluded, and was followed by afuneral feast that stretched long into the afternoon.

“Sit next to me, Romen,” Cdlimus offered as arare generosity, obvioudy excited by the closing of a
chapter. He was free now to dominate the Legion.

Wyl reluctantly joined him, wondering how quickly he might make his escape. He pretended to eet the



food and sipped frequently from his cup yet hardly took any of the wineinto his mouth. He would need a
clear head later.

Celimus leaned toward him and whispered, “I’ ve agood mind to burn the body.”
Wyl pushed away his sartled expression. “Oh? Why?' he asked in Romen’s casud way.
“I hate them dl grieving like that over him. | wish to rid Morgraviaof hismemory.”

Wyl fdtill. Would Celimus really open the tomb later and burn my body? Burning was considered
unsavory by adl Morgravians. It was reserved for witches and traitors. Theirony was not lost on him.

Hedung hisarm over hischair, atypicaly uninhibited pose of Romen’s. “I wouldn't, sire. Y ou may just
incite trouble. Why not smply send the corpse to the family home? Where does he hail from anyway?’

“Argorn,” Cdimussad, curling hislip. “A deepy, hideoudy backward region of thereddm, whichyidds
halfwits and ugly, red-headed ingrates like those of the Thirsk line.”

How Wyl held histemper he would never know. Bilerosein histhroat and hisfingerstwitched near a
fork that he would have gladly stabbed into the King' sthroat.

He managed a derisory response, however, that even Romen would have been proud of “All the more
reason to send thelittle troll back to wherehebelongs. Let him lieinexile,” he offered, twirling his cup of
wineingtead of hisfork.

And now Cdimuslooked fully at him, just atinge of gratitude in hisexpresson. “Again you surpriss me,
Korddy—thistimewith your ingght.”

“Oh, and when was the previous occasion | surprised you, sire?” Wyl asked, knowing amost
immediately it wasatrap.

“This morning, in the cathedral, when you took a sincerely long time to pay me due respect. Should | be
worried about your loyaty?’

Wyl took aslent steedying breath and then grinned expansively again. “I have none, Sire...except to
gold.” hesaid. Cdimusdid not smile back. “To tell thetruth, your mgesty. | thought | was going to faint
inthecathedrd,” Wyl said, hismind moving fast now.

“Why isthat?”

“I’'m not sure, sire. | made little of my wound yesterday but the physic said it was degper than | thought
and he sutured it. He gave me two draughts of some potion. One to take during his ministrations and
another to take thismorning. | fear thismorning’ s concoction was alittle too strong, and my apologies,
magesty, but it took dl of my witsto stop mysdf from faling cold to the ground.”

“| see. Perhapsfaling to the ground would have pleased me more than what appeared to be deliberate
flouting of Stoneheart’ s protocol.”

Wyl shook his head vehemently. “No, Sire, never. | am inyour debt. And also to my neighbor, who
hel ped me when | asked for it. He assisted me to my knee.”

And asfast as Celimus sanger stoked, it passed, much to Wyl srelief. Already the incident seemed
forgotten. The King waved away the apology and asked for arefill of their cups.

“So tell me, Romen. Have you ravished the Lady Y lena?’



Wyl coughed but masked it well. “Not yet, Sre. Sheistill in some shock and behaving as much a corpse
as her husband. Shealso smdllsasripeashe.”

Cdimusdid laugh at this. “So you are showing greeat patience, my friend. Isthat right?’

“I'vegiven her until tonight, Sre. Then | shdl take her—from behind if necessary so | don't haveto look
upon that terrified, filthy face.” He had never hated Celimus as much ashe did at this moment.

The King laughed again. “ And when do you leave us?’

“With your permission, your mgjesty, | thought I would enjoy your hospitality for another day,” Wyl lied.
“Tomorrow eve perhaps?’

Celimus nodded. “Good. Let’stake aride together tomorrow at dawn. Y ou can see my falcons at
work.”

“Excdlent, Sre, now you must forgive me,” Wyl said with absolutely no intention of remaining more than
another hour at Stoneheart.

“Oh, leaving our table early, Romen?’

“Yes, mgesty. | beg your indulgence. | am till fedling alittle wesk. | would rest and get ready to ride
with you.”

Cdimusraised his cup to Romen and sipped. “Until tomorrow.”

“I shdl seeyou a dawn, sre.” Wyl said, Romen’ s disarming smile winning hearts around the table but
not where it counted.

As he gtrode from the hall. Celimus beckoned to one of his men. He had dready formed an inner circle
of sortswho clustered about him as private guards. None were from the Legion.

“Your mgesty?’
“Jerico. do you seethat man leaving the ha 1?7’
“Yes gre”

“Heis preparing to depart Pearlis tomorrow eve—perhaps with awoman in tow. Once he leavesthe city
gates. | want you to follow him with severa of our own and kill him. Kill them both if she’ swith him. Do
you understand?’

The man nodded.

“No traceisto befound of ether, except hisfinger wearing the signet ring. That you will return as proof
of your successful deed. He will have much gold about his person. Whatever you find, you may keep and
it asyou seefit.”

The man called Jerico grinned. “ Thank you? Sre.”



Chapter 18

Wyl and Knave navigated their way to alittle-used courtyard with atiny arched entrance and adirect exit
beyond Stoneheart’ swalls. From past experience Wyl knew it would be patrolled only minimally. It was
getting on to dusk, so light wasrapidly failing, and he was able to distract the single guard in conversation
long enough for Knave to trot through the opening. The guard spotted the movement, however, and
reacted predictably but Wyl just raised his eyebrows and said something derogatory about Stoneheart
having too many dogs.

The man looked worried and then explained that he recognized the dog as Genera Thirsk’s beast and
perhaps he should have stopped him.

“Wadll, don’t blame yoursdf, lad,” Wyl said, reassuringly. “He smaking his bid for freedom. He no longer
belongs here, what with his master dead.” He shrugged.

“You're probably right, Sir. He was afearsome mongrel anyway. So are those directions helpful, Sr?
Can you find your way back to your chambers now?’

“Definitdy. My thanksfor your help.”
“Don’t mentionit. dr.” the guard said and returned to his post.

Wyl had decided he would use the exit through this courtyard to get out of Stoneheart later, when night
would give him the shadows he needed. Another shadow, one that could move and melt easily into the
darkness, waswaiting outside. Knave had hisinstructions. He would be ready for them.

Jorn had packed their few belongingsinto a cloth bag. He had also tossed in some fruit, cheeses, nuts,
and acouple of loaves.

“Just to tide you through, Sir,” he said and Wyl redlized the lad looked sad.
“Jorn... look.”

Wy’ stone gave the youngster the courage he wanted. “ Take me with you, Lord Kordldy, sir. I'll be no
problem, | promise. | can carefor the Lady Ylenaso you are free to do your business, sir.”

The boy looked so desperate Wyl dmost relented and then he remembered dl that lay ahead.

“Jorn, you' re agood lad and you’ re needed at Stoneheart. Here,” he said, handing him a parchment.
“I’ve written a high recommendation to the seneschad—make sure he getsit soon.” Wyl warned,
knowing the name K oreldy would be blackened shortly but hoping the lad would be forgotten in the
scheme of things. “1 can't take you with me. Where I’m headed | need no companion, son. | hopeyou
understand.”

The youngster nodded but the disappointment was evident. It was Y lenawho rescued Wyl. “When | get
back to my family home. Jorn, | shall send for you. Y ou will continue your training with usat Argorn.”

The lad brightened immediately. “ That would be grand, my lady, thank you. Where are you headed?’

Wyl shook his head. “Not sure yet. Jorn. Probably northwest, somewhere very quiet. Rittylworth
perhaps.” He knew it was amistake to have said that much. It put the lad in danger and compromised
their security too.



Jorn nodded. “I shall wait to hear, sir.” Hebowed to Ylena. “My lady.”

She glanced at Romen and smiled sadly. Wyl wished he could ease her pain, just alittle, by telling her
that it was him, her brother, smiling back.

Once Knave heard the low command whistle from his master he put on abig show for the terrified guard,
growling and barking, running toward him & an insane speed and then swerving away. The man findly
mustered enough courage to pick up rocks and hurl them into the darkness to where he thought the beast
might be; then, rattled, he went to get help.

In those few moments Wyl and Y lena dipped through the gate toward freedom. They were well-clothed
for travel onfoot and their soft boots made no sound. Wyl knew Ylenawould not be ableto travel very
far before needing rest. She was undernourished and still weak but he hoped she might at least makeit to
the next town, where he could buy suitable horses. Hisaim wasto walk asfar asthey could under cover
of darkness and they did so in silence for amile or more until Wyl fet himsdlf relaxing as Stoneheart was
put behind them.

Knave emerged from the shadows of a hedgerow, a huge dark figure. “Good boy,” Wyl said, patting his
head.

“I have no ideawhy that dog likes you. He hatesjust about everyone,” Y lenacommented absently, her
voice gtill an otherworldly monotone.

“So | hear. | guess| havethetouch.”
Sheremained Slent.

“Knave, now you go and find Fynch. Take him to Briavel. Keep him safe.” He knelt down now and
looked up into the large dog' s eyes. “Watch over her for me, boy.” Wyl felt odd talking to the beast with
such confidence, yet hefdt strangely certain that the dog understood. The animal seemed to be as
touched by enchantment as he was himsdlf.

Theanimal lingered just long enough for Ylenato touch his great head affectionately and then he loped off
into the dark, presumably to catch up with Fynch.

“Do you think he missesWyl?’ she asked in her faraway voice.

No point in answering. “Y lena. about your husband.” Wyl said gently. “Where would you like usto lay
himto rex?

She did not hesitate in her reply. “He must go home, Romen, to Felrawthy in the north. Hisfamily must
know of this outrage. The Duke will respond as he seesfit.”

Unlike hissgter, Wyl did hesitate. He knew it would be unwiseto incite an uprising of the nobility right
now. There were too many unknowns. Who would replace Celimus? Would the nobles support such
treachery—and why should they trust Romen Koreldy? And he had till to convince himsdf that, when it
cameto it, he could betray the Crown to which he had sworn unswerving alegiance. Hereturned his
thoughtsto Y lena. “Will you dlow meto take him to his home?’

“Y ou would do thisfor me?’

“Surely. Y ou have suffered enough.”



She consdered his offer. “1 would appreciateit but | will need you to tell the Duke and hisfamily that |
will travel to Felrawthy as soon as| can.” Her voice turned hard.

“We will mourn together and then we will make plansto make Cdimus pay.”

Wyl left it done, as much as he wanted to caution her. “ Good. Now, about Argorn.”

“yes?

“I would prefer if you don't return immediately.” Wyl counseled, expecting a harsh reaction.
It was not forthcoming. She spoke camly. “Cdimuswill follow. ..isthat your suspicion?’

He nodded, impressed that she was, in spite of her weak and still addled state, able to follow the train of
his thought. “ Once we re discovered gone | cannot imagine he will just shrug his shoulders. Our snesking
out of Stoneheart will confirm that Romen Koreldy isatraitor to him. We can easlly argue that you were
forced to come with me but your life means nothing to him. Y es, | think he might follow the obvioustrail
to Argorn but it' smy intention that it will be acold one.”

“Where then do you suggest?”’

Once again Wyl was grateful for the glimpses of Romen’s memory that remained. “ There salittle-known
monagery at Rittylworth.”

“Ah, yes, | recdl you mentioned it to Jorn.”

“Hmm, | wish | hadn’t, to tell the truth. The fewer people who know the better.”

“For how long would | remain there?’ Ylenaasked evenly. Wyl was proud of her composure.
“Long enough for your recal of recent eventsto dim, little one,” he said.

Shelooked up a him strangdly.

“Is something wrong?’ he asked.

Y lena shook her head asthough clearing it of abad thought. “Yes... wedl, no. That was Wy’ s pet name
for me. Hedways cdled me Tittleone.'” She smiled sadly. “ After our father died | used to climbinto
WylI'sbed and he' d hug metight and tell me not to cry. And then he’d spin me grest tales of how |
would be the most beautiful maidenin al of Stoneheart, with one of itstowersdl to mysdf.” Ylena
choked back aquiet sob.

Wyl wanted to bite his own tongue out. “ The monkswill be ever kind to you & Rittylworth, | promise,”
he said, not that he could know thisfor sure. All he could pull from Romen’s mind was the name of the
monastery—none of itsinhabitants, though—so it was surprising thiswas where he fdt inclined to flee.
Fortunately he knew how to find Rittylworth itsalf. * Four to five moons perhaps and then we can bring
you to Argorn. By then | will have organized proper protection for you aswell,” he added.

“Y our plan iswise, Romen. | will do asyou suggest, thank you.”
He breathed out with relief.
“Andyou?’ shesad, unexpectedly. “Wherewill you go?’

“Back to Briavd. Thereis unfinished busnessthere but first | must find aseer.”



Ylenaactudly laughed. “Why?’
“Oh; just cal me superdtitious. Weadl arein my family.” helied.

Y lenamanaged to make such good distance through the night that they reached Farnswyth in the early
hours of the next day. They took aroom at its least expensdiveinn in order to remain as anonymous as
possibleinthereatively smdl village. Wyl redized that Romen had been aman who could fit into most
Stuations—as comfortable around royalty as he was smple folk—when he took so easily to swapping
ribad jests with a pedlar who was treating himsdlf to anight in abed at the Ship Inn. It was not an
especidly clean establishment but Ylenadid not make comment. She moved swiftly up to their airless
room and threw open the small window; her only request was for fresh water in the jug.

They dept for severa hours and. after eating heartily of asurprisingly ddiciouslamb and potato stew.

Y lenareturned upstairs to rest again while Wyl headed out to buy horses. His choice waslimited but he
was not looking for quality animals. Right now he needed two serviceable nags who would get them to
Rittylworth. He stocked up on food and water too, explaining to Y lenawhen he returned to the inn that
he had no intention of risking being seen between thisvillage and Rittylworth. Thiswasusudly a
three-day ride but probably twicethat if they did indeed go across country.

“Thisiswherel intend that our trail will go cold.” hetold Ylena. “I can’'t be sure that tongues will not wag
inthis placeif they are threatened with apair of pincers.” he added grimly. “We are not so forgettable.
I’'mafraid.”

Y lenamade no protest and WyI felt once again proud of his Sister as she resolutely climbed upon her
dun-colored horse and followed hislead.

Wyl knew he was |looking for something, alandmark of some kind, and hoped his sense of Romen was
leading him correctly. Severd hours' brisk trotting from Farnswyth he found awell-concedled path. It
was little more than a deer track but he ingtinctively knew this was what he had been searching for. Once
they were shielded by the undergrowth, he stopped the horses and returned to the main road. Using a
thin branch of leaves, he deliberately moved back a hundred paces or so. sweeping away their prints.
Whatever new hoofprints came down that road would now predictably continue on to the next mgjor
town of Renkyn and lead any followers astray, while they would now swing northwest. He even took the
precaution of bending apair of saplingsin front of thetiny pathway. It would not fool an experienced
tracker but in poor light it was areasonably effective concealment.

Asit turned out they spent Six uneventful and tranquil daystraveling mosily across country, avoiding
humanity as much as possible. It was ablessing for Ylena who was not easly reemerging from the
darkness of her mind into the sunlight of Morgravid s spring. She certainly smiled more often and
conversations lengthened but then Wyl knew how much she used to smileand talk. The old Y lena had
been logt on that terrible day of blood and death. They ate sparingly but well, supplementing their
supplieswith whatever nuts and wild fruitsthey could gether.

WyI redlized one late afternoon that Romen was in fact as deadly with a knife as he had been warned
when the mercenary was dive. He found the knife in the bottom of their sack and once again thanked the
lucky stars that had guided Jorn to them. A rabbit was soon roasting over their campfire after a swift and
accurate flick of the blade.

On the seventh afternoon Wyl trusted what was | eft to him of Romen and reemerged onto aroad. This
was not so frequently used as the road to Renkyn but he flt instantly familiar with it. They followed it for



another four miles or so and asthey crested asmdl hill they looked down into a picturesque valley in
which nestled a series of squat stone buildings set some distance apart from what appeared to be a
village. Y lena squinted to get a better ook at the small houses dotted here and there.

“That' sRittylworth,” he said, relieved.
“Itisasereneplace” Ylenaadmitted.
“Somewhere for you to enjoy some peace, my lady.”

She nodded and they moved on. Monks busy tending the gardens around the monastery straightened
their backs from their toil. Someone waved and one. they noticed, yelled something and then
disappeared into the building. He returned dragging an older man, and abroad smile stretched across
Romen' sface.

“Someone you know?’ Y lenaasked.

“Er...yes” Wyl replied, confused. Romen obvioudy knew and liked this man but he could not dig the old
monk’ snamefrom hishost’smemory.

The monk grinned back, clearly pleased when they walked their horsesinto the compound. “1 knew you
would return one day. Romen Koreldy.”

Romen jumped down and the men embraced. “I1t’' s good to be back,” he said carefully.
“Brother Jakub promised we' d not seen the last of you. Romen.” abresthless young man said.

Jakub! Wyl thought, slently thanking the enthusiastic young monk for giving him the name he sought.
“Jakub. | want you to meet someone very preciousto me.” He helped Ylenadown from her horse. “ This
isthe Lady YlenaThirsk of Argorn.” Wyl ddiberately said nothing of her being Lady Dond just yet.
Ylenaeither did not notice or she trusted him to make whatever decisions were required.

“Welcome, my lady,” Brother Jakub said, bowing along with al the other monks.
Ylenacurtsed. “ Thank you, brothers.”

The young monk who had first spotted them offered to take their horses. | see they haven't shaved your
pate yet then,” Wyl said, desperatdly trying to uncover names and why these people were specia to
Romen. It was of no use. Romen’s memory was too clouded now.

“Not long now,” the young man grinned. “I’m counting the days.”

“RAil will be ordained in four months. He deservesit,” Jakub said gently with an indulgent smile that Wyl
Seemed to recognize.

“Come, let us offer you some refreshment,” Jakub said, taking Ylena sarm.
“I think what my lady would appreciate most of al isabath,” Romen suggested.

“Of coursel” Jakub looked chastened that he hadn’t thought of that when they clearly had dust on their
faces from days on theroad. He introduced Y lenato ayoung lad, asking that she follow him and assuring
her of privacy. “Wewill freshen your traveling clothes, my lady, and then perhapslater you may careto
joinusfor ahearty med.”

Y lena could not help hersalf. She kissed the older man’s cheek and her thanks were sincere.



Wyl grinned at her. “Enjoy. Seeyou very soon, little one.”

“Thank you for this. Romen...for al that you ve done.” She kissed him too and Wyl had to stop himself
from hugging her back.

Y lenaleft with the eager Rl trailing her and the youngster, and Wyl turned to Jakub. “I need your help.”
was all he said. Directness was best here, hefigured.

“| suspected as much. Come, let’ swalk.”

Wyl found himsdlf guided to a beautiful herb garden arranged in concentric circleswith asundid at its
heart. As he and Jakub settled themsel ves on a bench beneath ahuge old lemon tree, atray with ajug
and mugswas delivered. Its bearer left without aword.

“Our latest vintage is superb, Romen. Seefor yoursdf,” Jakub said, handing Wyl acup.

They drank in companionable silence for afew moments and Wyl appreciated not only the deliciouswine
but the chance to gather his thoughts, athough his nerves were on edge. He prayed to Shar to guide him
now. What was |eft of Romen' srecal wasyidding littleto him of this place, except itsintense familiarity.

“She hasthelook of onewho has suffered terribly,” Jakub findly said.

He heard Romen sigh. “Too much and too recently.” Wyl admitted.

“ At whose hands?’

“At hismgesty’ s pleasure. The new King.”

“I see. And how are you involved with him?’

“A long story. Jakub. Sufficeto say if we meet again, we'll be holding blades at each other’ sthroats.”
“Ah. And how isthe Lady Ylenainvolved inthisintrigue?

“Sheisthe sister of someone who begged meto help her ashe died. Heisaman | respected.”
Thefamily name of Ylenasuddenly fell into placein Jakulb' smind.

“Thisisthe sster of Wyl Thirsk?” He spoke with some awe.

Wyl nodded sadly. “Fergys Thirsk would turn in hisgrave if he knew of what she has suffered at the
hands of the Morgravian Crown.”

“And you can't tell me more?’

Wyl decided to trust the old monk. “ Only that we carry asack and in it isthe head of Ylena'srecent
husband. Captain Alyd Dona.”

“Of Fdrawthy?’ he said, eyeswide.

Again Wyl nodded. “1 need you to keep it for me. Have it preserved. One day I’ll come back and claim
it...dotheright thing. Y ou must never reved to Ylenathat the head is till here. She believes|’ m taking it
directly to hisancestral home. | can't, of course—the Duke would immediately rise up. | cannot risk
that...not yet.”

“Romen, what has occurred?’ Jakub whispered.



Wyl felt suddenly guilty for bringing histroublesto this peaceful place. Already he had told Jakub enough
to incriminate him should Celimus trace them to Rittylworth. He hoped he had covered their tracks well
enough. “Murder, deceit, betraya. Cdimuswill throw Morgraviainto periloustimes. He chasesthe
crown of Briavel. and pays|ip service to marriage with Queen Vaentyna. but atoad has more sincerity
than this newly crowned King.” Wyl stopped for fear of saying too much.

“Andyouand Y lena?’
Wyl looked at Jakub, surprised, and then he understood. “ Friends only. My bond iswith the brother.”
“A brother and sister. Are you seeking redemption, Romen?’

“No!” Wyl said, far too abruptly, wondering at his own vehemence and what was couched in Jakub's
words.

“Y ou protest too strongly. Thereisno shameinit, my son. Shar will blessyoufor it.”

Wyl was too confused to pursue this conversation that suggested secrets from Romen'’ s past. He should
find out more but in trying he might aso reveal himsdlf to be animpostor. It wastoo dangerous. “I gavea
blood promise. Jakub. Sheisin morta danger.”

“What isit you wish of us?’ the older man asked, sengbly leaving a one whatever topic underpinned his
previous comments.

“Y our protection. No one knows we are here—well, only one but heisamere valet. | have covered our
trackswdl. Our trail goes cold at Farnswyth and none of the villagers of Rittylworth have seen us.”

“We offer it gladly to the Lady Ylena. Does she know?’

“That shewill remain herefor awhile? Yes. | know she will be happy and she does understand the
danger of returning to Argorn. | have aready counsded her on this. She needstime to recover from the
atrocities she has experienced. Beware. Jakub. there are moments when she strikes me as unstable.
Traveling with her. | saw flashes of more than just anger at what she has been through.” He could hardly
say hewas so familiar with Ylenathat he could tell something had changed deep at her core. Instead he
had to rely on Jakub accepting hisfriend’ s sengitiveintuition. “1 sense she could unraved entirdly if she
suffers further shock. She needs to be protected—from all stresses, not just the King.”

The old man nodded asif to say it would be done. “ And you, Romen. Where now for you?’

“| am chasing down an old woman | met recently at Pearlis, afairground fortune tdler. | have amessage
for her from her family.” Wyl lied. He did not want to share his plan to travel to Briavd; the old monk
would not gpprove. He moved on hurriedly, hating himsalf for being so unfaithful to thisgood man. “Then
Ferawthy to return Captain Dond to hisfamily—although | cannot predict when that will be.”

Jakub' srheumy eyes studied Romen’ s and Wyl squirmed under the scrutiny. If only he knew more of
Romen'’ s background. Instead Wyl just nodded. “I will send word.”

“Asyouwish.” Jakub said. “ Just remember, my boy, you cannot outrun your demons. They will catch
you. Best face them.”

Wyl was astounded by this comment and could do little more than reach for his cup and swallow adeep
draught.

“What' s different about you?’” Jakub wondered aoud.



“Moregray hairs?” Wyl offered, just alittle too quickly.

The old man sensibly held histongue, though his eyes, expressive asdways, sad plenty. “Wewill
preserve and keep the head in the secret grotto beneath the monastery, which I’ m sure you remember,”
he said and winked. Wyl had no ideawhat the innuendo meant. “It will be safe.”



Chapter 19

Fynch and Knave made it back to Briavel on foot, after severd days of traveling. The horse had gone
lame not far from Sharptyn across the border. Fynch had left the mgority of the money Romen had given
him with hissigter, but the smal portion he carried with him alowed him to pay the stableman at the
villageto take care of the horse until he could return for it. Fynch had no ideawhen that might be but he
was not prepared to sall the beast, for it had been agift from Vaentyna. To avoid any questions about
why acommonfolk child should be riding ahorse and carrying a purse, Fynch told the stableman that he
was taking the beast back to Briavel for a merchant and the coin had been provided for the horse's care,
The man had shrugged, uninterested, merely handing over the bronze disk he would need to reclaim the
horse.

A family of tinkers gave the boy and his dog aride out of Sharptyn, but Fynch could tdl that Knave
made his hosts nervous and after haf aday’ s ride he had thanked them and struck out on foot into open
country.

The morning they arrived. Vaentyna was on the battlements and speaking with Liryk, head of the
Briavelian Guard—agood man, loya to her father. The soldier inwardly marveled at the Queen's
composure and once again considered how unlike most women she was. It did not seem to matter to her
that at this moment her hair was being torn from whatever clasp was supposed to hold it back and was
now whipping about her face. Herecdled hisfearsfor her, which he now redlized were unfounded.
Vaentynawas sdlf-assured and comfortable in her role. He had to remind himsdlf that she had been
roaming around the pa ace battlements since she was old enough to talk and, sincetheincident in Tallinor
when Magnus' s son had broken her doll, had preferred the games of men rather than the more gented
pursuits expected of women.

Hewas not aonein hisadmiration. All of the Guard were in awe of how well she masked her grief.
Everyone, not just in the castle, but in Briave itsdf, knew how Vaor had doted on his daughter...and
likewise how she had revered her father. She was every bit aworthy successor despite not being a son.
In fact most people forgot she was awoman until she attended formal events where she was forced to
take on amore gracious gppearance. Then she became breathtaking—afar cry from the tomboy they
were used to. And now shewastheir Queen and Liryk wondered whose duty it might be to remind her
that the sovereign wasto be protected at al costs. She would no longer enjoy the freedom of riding the
moors, disappearing on hunting trips, spending nightsin the woods.

He heard the cry go up from the watchtower and waited for news. The runner came soon enough. Liryk
excused himsdf from the Queen.

Returning, he smiled. “The boy and hisdog are back, your mgesty.”

“Fynch!” she exclaimed and turned to leave. “ Excuse me, Liryk. Perhapswe could finish our discusson
laer?

He bowed his agreement and V d entyna departed, issuing orders that the visitors were to be brought to
her immediately at the Bridge—a small walkway between two of Werryl’s shorter towers. It had been
one of Vaentynd sfavorite haunts as a child because there she could hide from her nursemaids and later
her tutors, aswell as anyone else who attempted to force womanly pastimes upon her. It was ill a
special placefor her now. A haven where she could cast her thoughts adoud to the wind.

“Your mgesty!” said afamiliar voice and she saw Fynch coming toward her, although Knave was faster



and at her hedswithin abound or two, stretching up to lick her glesfully.
“Y ou wretch. Knave,” she said, laughing and wiping away his sautation.

Fynch was more reserved in his greeting but Vaentyna was having none of it—they had been through
much together. As soon as he was done bowing, she scooped the little boy into her arms and hugged him
fiercdy.

“I didn’t know if you' d return to me. I’ ve been so worried for you.”
“No need. Not with Knave close by, your mgesty. Did it dl go dl right?’ he ventured awkwardly.

Vaentynaknew hereferred to her father’ sburid. “I got through it. It was very private for good reason,
which helped.” Shetook hishand. “ Sit with me at this bench and tell me everything.”

Hisface became serious. “No good news, majesty.”

“Neverthdess, | must know dl that you do.”

Hetold her everything, watching her become crestfalen and then anxious as his story drew to aclose.
“So you were right; he did not betray us and now he'sdead,” she said, looking out across the moors.

Fynch shook hishead. “1 never doubted it, mgjesty. Wyl Thirsk stayed true to the end. He and the
mercenary. Romen Koreldy. fought side by side to protect your father.”

Her eyeswatered at the mention but she refused to cry any more over her situation. The King was dead.
No tearswould bring him back. She was now the Queen and she would not let Briavel down. Crying
had no placein her life.

“And you trust thisKoreldy?’

Fynch shrugged. “I...1 don’t know what to think, your majesty. | am trying to work only with the facts.
He carried Wy’ s body back to Morgraviain what was clearly open defiance of Celimus. | have no
doubt he walked back into direct danger by returning to Morgraviaand | can only wonder at how he
survived. He assured me he told enough of the Legion his story so that Thirsk’s name could not be
darkened by any of Cdimus slies. | saw Wyl’ssister with my own eyes. Shewaswillingly in the care of
Romen.” He paused and then added carefully. “But more than anything, your mgesty. | trust Knave.”

She turned from looking out toward the moorsto stare at the boy beside her. Her brow creased in
query.

Fynch continued. “Y ou know how I’ ve told you about Knave s strange behavior towards others.”
She nodded.
Hetook a deep breath. “Well. | now truly believe that this dog only trusts those who were true to Wyl.”

Vdentynawanted to smile; shefdt the urgeto rufflethe lad’ shair and tdl himit wasdl in hisimagination.
But something stopped her. Something about Fynch forced her to pay attention and treat him as one
should an adult. His ability to gather and interpret information had astounded her in thelir brief time
together. And it was Fynch who had kept her from falling apart in those early hours. He had acted with a
maturity beyond his years, standing up to her to make her redlize the danger should she rush back to the
paace before her safety could be assured. Thislittle boy, aMorgravian no less, had gone to the palace
aoneto discover whether it was safe for her to return, and had found the courage to face her



men—who, no doubt, had been disbdieving and perhaps even derisive of hisclaim that he had Vdentyna
in asecure place. She recdled now how he had found her again, thistime with her guardsin tow, and
urged her to come out of hiding. He had held her hand as she—Queen now—emerged to face her
Commander, Liryk, and counseled her to remain strong despite her grief. “Briavel needsto seeits Queen
asatower, even though she might fed like crumbling,” he had whispered. She had not forgotten those
brief yet inspirationa words of encouragement.

Everything about him was brave and, yes, serious. One could hardly treat him asthe child he surely was
when faced with the knowledge of al that he had personaly doneto help Wyl and then hersdf. No, she
would not ruffle hishair or spesk down to him.

She noticed he was watching her reaction. “Go on, Fynch.”
He shrugged again. “It' s hard to explain, your mgesty.”
“Try.” she encouraged.

“Knaveis possessed of magic—I no longer suspect it | know it!” he blurted out. “ That’ s my way of
explaining it.” She had not expected this and fought to hide thelook of surprise on her face. He
continued. “I told you once how Wyl’ s eyes changed color at the witch-burning.”

She nodded. Vadentyna could till hardly imagineit, for Briavel had outlawed witch-burnings so long ago.

“I saw it occur.” he said gravely. “ And so did one other person but he is now dead, according to Romen.
| amthe only living witness”

“Sowhat areyou tdling me?’ Vaentynafdt frustrated by the mystery.

“From the moment of Myrren’s desth when she closed her ill-matched eyes and Wyl opened histo
revedl the same. | believe Knave became connected to Wyl and those heloved in away that is
powerful...far more than friendship.”

She did not even want to think beyond hearing the word “ magic” spoken. It just sounded too far-fetched.
“And how do you rdate thisto Koreldy?’

“I don’'t. I'm baffled by it because Knave treated Romen in the same way he would WylI. In fact—and |
know you'll think 1 am imaginging this—but Romen greeted Knave using the same mannerisms that Wyl
used to.”

She made a deprecating sound. “1 think you may be stretching now, Fynch.” Vaentyna could not help
her skepticism, but when she glanced toward Knave, the dog gazed back with such unnerving intensity it
made her ook away.

“Possibly.” Fynch said alittle sadly. “But | can’t explain why or how Romen Koreldy—astranger, a
mercenary, aman hired to murder the Generd—would know Wyl’sdog.” Fynch began to tick things off
aloud now as his mind began to organi ze the facts. “\When we entered the room, he yelled out the dog's
name. How would he know it? He had never seen Knave before. And, moreto the point, if Knaveis
hostile to anyone who Wyl did not care about, then why would Knave even tolerate someone who might
threaten Wyl’slife, let donelick him and roll over for him? Thetruth is, your mgesty, | have witnessed
Knave growl at people who are known and not necessarily didiked by Wyl.”

Helooked up, questions written on his serious little face, but VVaentyna had no answersfor him. In fact,
she felt disturbed that he was asking her to base dl trust, from here on, on the notions of adog.



“Fynch...”

“No, listen to me, your mgjesty,” he said, not intending to be rude. Shelet it pass, caught up in what he
might say next. “ Thereis something strange going on here. | can't put my finger on it but every bit of me
sensesthat a curiogity has occurred—something that defieslogic and al that we know. | can’t giveyou a
proper reason but | sincerely believe we must trust Romen Koreldy and | know that he will not do you
harm. He made ablood promise to Wyl Thirsk to protect you. | fed Romen has somehow”—Fynch
rubbed his hands through his hair distractedly as he tried to search for the right words—"that he has
somehow taken on Wyl sduties...desres...| don’'t know, your mgesty. It' sasthough Wyl Thirsk isill
with us”

There, it was sad.

Vaentynawaslost for words. Shelooked back at Knave and once again it was as though the dog was
seeing through her. into her, touching her thoughts. She fdlt riveted by hisintense gaze and somehow
knew it would not release her until she agreed.

Findly she nodded. “ All right, Fynch. | know you mean me no harm—so | trust you. | trusted Wyl and |
know Knave somehow protects us both. | can’t explain it either. Shar help us, but we will put our trust in
Romen Koreldy.”

Vaentyna saw the bravelittle boy’ s body relax and at that moment Knave suddenly stepped up, placed
his paws on her shoulders, and looked into her eyes. Then he was down on al fours and sniffing around
like any other dog, as though nothing had passed between them.

“That dog is very strange.”
“He knows more than we do, mgjesty. Trust him.”
“Anything else you need to tell me?’ she said, wanting to move on from this disturbing conversation.

“Yes” hesad, delving into asmdl bag. “Romen sent you this|etter. He said it would help explain afew
things”

Shetook it. happy to have something tangible from the mysterious Koreldy. Shewould read it later in
private. “And what will you do now?’ she asked, hoping to hear that he would Stay.

“I am not going back to Morgravia. your mgjesty, unless duty to you calsfor it. If you will accept me, |
will serveyou in any way you seefit.”

She hugged him. “Fynch, | wouldn’t part with you for anything. Y ou are an honorary Briavelian from
today.”

He beamed, arare grin on hisface.

“Infact | must grant aspecid roleto you. | shal make you the Queen’sspy,” she said, arching her
eyebrows, hoping to hang on to that so infrequent smile of his.

Fynch liked the sound of this. “No more dropholes then, mgesty.”

“No more cleaning them, anyway,” she replied conspiratorialy. “Now, whenever my heart fedsthisglad
| liketo feast. Come, let’s get you refreshed and then we shal share amedl together and | can tell you dl
that has been happening since you left. If you are to be the Queen’ s spy, you must have dl the facts.”



It was several hourslater that the two of them, followed by Knave, stretched their legs by going out to
visit another of Valentyna s newborn foals. Over some of the best food he had ever been presented with,
Fynch had learned the true depth of his Queen’sgrief at her father being murdered and how after a hasty
and private coronation ceremony she had ridden aone through the streets of Werryl so her people could
share her sorrow and understand that she was so very alone now and needed their support.

It was an inspired decision by Vaentynato do thisagainst her advisors wishes. And asaresult, anew
sense of patriotism was burning fiercely in Briavel. The people would stand behind their Queen and seek
revenge for the outrage of their King’s deeth.

Vaentynahad adso deliberately fired and then fanned the rumor that the killers were mercenaries only
posing as Morgravian. She had decided to play Celimus at his own game. Although going to war had
been her initid reaction, she had changed her mind when her blood rage a her father’ s death had calmed
and she had begun to think clearly. The blame for Vaor’ s death had been deflected from Morgravia, so
her own people would not expect her to seek vengeance on the neighboring realm. She had encouraged
her peopl€e s sense of patriotism and now she hoped to direct it toward supporting her. A Queen had
never ruled in Briavel. She needed them to trust her, to support her claim to the throne and her right to
rule. All of thisaside, her army was not yet strong enough to fight, and she herself not experienced
enough. .. but that time would come. No, war would not be her first choice—but cunning was.

Much later that night she remembered the letter from Romen Koreldy. Sitting by asmdl firein her
chambers, she broke the sedl. Vaentyna permitted herself some tears as Romen Koreldy spoke of the
find minutes of her father’ slife and how he and Wyl Thirsk had fended off the attackersto protect Vaor.

Hetold her how bravely her father had died, hislast words for her, and that just before Wyl had
succumbed to his wounds, he had wrung ablood oath from Romen to swear fedty to Briavel and protect
its Queen against Celimus. Romen assured Vaentyna that he would come but that she wasto burn this
missive in the meantime. He promised hishelp... and hisblade. And in the firmest of language he
implored her to keep Fynch and Knave by her side.

Thereit was again. This curiogity about the black dog. Well, Knave was nothing if not protective of her,
she thought, looking down by her feet where he now lay. He opened an eyeto look at her asthough
sensing her scrutiny. She would do as Romen asked and she would aso wait for him. He asked her to
make no direct moves and show no aggression. She was pleased to note they were of the same mind.

...Don’t play into the hands of Celimus by responding—fend off any attempts at contact with the
message that yon are grieving. Let your father’s body cool in peace and his memory fade slightly
while you build your loyalties about you. | will come soon—I am yours to command, my Queen.
My loyalty to you will never waver. In the meantime | give you a special gift. | give you the dog
Knave, who will be true to you. Trust him alone and his faithful companion, Fynch. They will
protect you.

Be brave, beautiful Valentyna. Yours, Romen Koreldy.

She was shocked at hisfina words. How could he know what she looked like? They had not met. She
dismissed her query as pure vanity on her part—no doubt Fynch had been overly descriptive of her to
thisKoreldy fellow. Well, she could do the same. Shewould rely on Fynch's brilliant skills of observation
to describe him to her tomorrow.

That asde, she felt comforted by his|etter—the tone was courteous but there was strength in it. Thiswas



surely aleader of men conspiring with her. Vaentynathrew the letter into the fire asinstructed, then
drifted into a doze as she watching the parchment burn, her hopes surging in tandem with the bright glow
of theflames.

By the time she woke. Knave had disappeared.



Chapter 20

For thefirst timein many days Wyl fdt his spiritslift. Saying farewell to Ylenahad not been asdifficult as
he had imagined. She seemed peaceful at the monastery and Brother Jakub had seen to it that her
accommodation was cozy if not degant and in an especidly quiet wing. Her rooms, dthough smdl, were
airy and Jakub had deliberately chosen those that overlooked the orchard and the hillsin the distance.
She had not cried when Wyl said goodbye but she had hugged Romen hard and told him to hurry back.
Y lenahad pressed her brooch, the one Wyl had given her as a present, into his hand.

“It will bring you luck,” shehad said.

Asherode away hetried to put aside the nagging thought that the youngster, Jorn, might yet undo his
plans by revealing Y lena' s whereabouts. He worried at the possible repercussions, not only for hissister
but for these good men who cared for her. And still he knew he had made asound decison in bringing
her herefirst where she might recover among kind strangers who understood to keep adistance. Too
much familiarity, Jakub had agreed, could bring her back to herself too quickly and the memory of her
suffering might betoo vivid.

“Burying theredlity isher way of defending hersdlf againgt the pain. We can't dl be heroic like you and
ride off into more danger after such adversity,” Jakub had said carefully.

Wyl did not understand what was couched in that final statement but he was determined to get to the
bottom of whatever it was that sat between him and Jakub. He suspected it had something to do with the
reason Romen Koreldy had left Grenadyn and turned to the dangerous life of amercenary but there were
no cluesleft for himwithin Romen.

Jakub had ind sted on swapping the nag for a decent horse—alovely roan—and, despite his hot
protestations, the old man had finally agreed to accept some money from hisfriend, which heinssted
could only be taken as a donation. Wyl had readily agreed and loved the fed of the horse beneath him. It
seemed an age since he had ridden an anima of such qudity and yet heredlized that it had only redlly
been amatter of days. How quickly one'slife can change, he thought, and how strange his had become
inthat short time.

He had searched hismind long and hard for any cluesto the old woman’s whereabouts and it had only
cometo him very recently that she had mentioned hailing from the north. Eveniif it turned out that she had
not returned home, it was worth trying; he could comb the towns and villages of the region, for they were
few and far between that close to the Razor Mountains.

He urged the horse into asteady canter and once again headed across country to avoid being sighted.
Wyl was well stocked and hisintention wasto travel for severa days keeping the woodsto hisleft and
then come out into atown caled Orkyld. known for its specific talent for crafting swords and knives.
Magter craftsmen from around the realm considered it the high atar of their trade and only the very best
were picked to do their gpprenticeships at Orkyld itsdlf. It took him amost four days and in the end he
had to carefully walk the horseinto Orkyld asit had taken astoneinto its shoe two miles back.

He paid for aroom at the Old Y ew Inn and was grateful that this part of the realm was used to strangers.
No one paid him asecond glance and the roan was cared for immediately. He treated himsdlf to ajug of
ale and severd roasted pigeons before finding the locd baths, where he gave himsalf asecond treet of a
leisurely dip. For those who could afford such luxury, a“smoothing” could be enjoyed for just afew
more royals. He was sorely tempted because his muscles protested from being in the saddle so much.



Wyl promised Romen'’ s body that luxury soon enough.

Right now he needed weaponry and anew pair of stout boots. The boots camefirst and asan
afterthought he added awarm shirt and cloak to hislist. The north could be very cold even at thistime of
theyear.

Wyl sinquiriesled him to amaster craftsman called Wevyr, who was supposedly one of the three most
talented artisansin Orkyld. He recaled his father mentioning this man’s name but had never met him. At
Wevyr’sworkrooms twenty or so young men were diligently applying their skillsto blades of al shapes
and sizes. One stopped his work and moved to the counter.

“Yes gr?

“I'd liketo buy asword,” Wyl replied.

“I shal fetch Magter Lerd for you, Sr. May | give him your name please?’
“It sKoreldy,” Wyl replied.

He waited while the youngster disappeared into a set of rooms beyond the main workroom. Another
man regppeared asthefirst fellow returned to his seet.

“Areyou Romen Koreldy, sir?’ this one asked.
“l m]_’,
“Inthat case, follow me. please” he said, turning.

“Why?" Wyl asked in Romen's casua way. It amazed him how Koreldy could do thiswithout giving
offense.

“It' sMagter Wevyr, Sir, he prefersto take care of hisclientsin his private room.”
“Thank you.” he said, impressed, and followed.

The man took him into asmal yet light-filled room where a very old man wasinspecting various
Wegpons.

“Hello. Romen.” he greeted him. not looking up from hiswork.
Wyl nodded even though it wouldn’t be noticed. “Wevyr.”
“Don't tell meyou' velost them?’

“Er...no,” Wyl said, carefully. He presumed they were talking about weapons. He took therisk. 1 had
to give them up at around of cards.”

“Shar’sBalls, man. Y ou paid afortune for those!” the master exclaimed, looking up through one huge
eyeglass attached to aband around his head.

Wyl shrugged. “It was for high stakes.”
“You'reafool!”

He could see this man was not impressed by Romen’ s noble rank or purse. “I’'m sorry.” hereplied. “It
won't happen again.”



“No, it won't, because you' re not getting any of my precious wegpons again.”
“Oh. come on. Wevyr. Yours arethe only bladesthat kill neatly.” he said, grinning.

It did not work for him. The old man seemed genuindy miffed. “I have crafted blades al of my lifefor the
likes of the Thirsks of Argorn. Armyn Thirsk killed three hundred and seventy Briaveliansin histime with
one of my swords and Fergys Thirsk admitted the sword | made him thirty years ago needed sharpening
only twiceinitslifetime.” He coughed after hisangry outburs.

Wyl was stunned by the mention of hisfamily name. He had admired hisfather’ s sword on countless
occasions and, aswas the Thirsk way, the Generals were buried with their blades. When he had lost his
father he was too young to know important things like where to get the best swords crafted. Gueryn had
held dl of that information. Hearing hisfather’ s name spoken adoud moved him. asdid thinking of
Gueryn. and he began to consider how he might be able to find out about hisfriend’ sfate in the Razors.

He came out of his sorrowful thoughts. “Pardon?’
“| said, areyou dl right, Koreldy?’
Wyl took abreath. “Y es, apologies. Y ou mentioning Thirsk made methink of the lossto the kingdom.”

The old man sighed and his voice softened. “Indeed, agreat lossitis. | hear arumor that the sonis dead
to ustoo. Isthistrue?’

Wyl nodded. “1 wasin Pearlisfor thefunerd.”

“A very sad business. The son should never have followed hisfather to the grave so soon. | did not even
have a chance to forge ablade for him. Did you learn how it happened?’

“Treachery, I’'mtold.” Wyl could not help himself.

“Oh?Whose?’

“They say Cdimuswasjedous of him—wanted him dead.”

Wevyr looked horror-struck. “Hush, man! Walls have ears even in this remote town.”
“Sorry. It swhat | heard.”

“I don't want to know any more,” Wevyr said, holding up hishand. “I am too old for intrigues. What isit
you require?’

Wyl grinned. “A sword and two knives?’
“Comewith me”

The old man took off his eyepiece and walked around hiswork table to adisplay cabinet. He dowly
unlocked it before reverently picking up asword that had unique markings engraved on the blade itsdlf as
well asthe hilt. It was magnificent.

“My finest ever,” hesaid, presenting it.
“And you d let me haveit?” Wyl said, incredulous.

The man made aface. “ There are very few swordsmen I’ d alow to even hold this beautiful weapon,



Romen.” Then he scowled, voice scathing. * Y ou are fortunate that you wield a blade with such exquisite
finesse that you deserve something asfine asthis.” He poked Romen Koreldy in the chest for good
messure and his humor was not improved by the wide grin that greeted his efforts.

“Thank you.” Wyl took the handsome blade and weighted it. The balance was perfect. It was asif the
sword had its own momentum. “May |?" he asked, gesturing toward the open door, which ledto a
courtyard.

“Of course. There are matching knives.”
“Bring them,” Wyl said, marveling at the sword' slightness and gracein hisgrip.

Outside he went through some of hisold practice routines and felt Romen' s skillsintruding, guiding his
hand to new movements, and through it dl the blade glided effortlesdy through the air. Asthe sunlight hit
the sword, it glinted blue, which in itsalf Wyl found fascinating.

“Did you make this especidly for someone?’ he asked Wevyr, who had arrived carrying the pair of
knives.

“Yes. For me. It isthe sum of my training and experience—my life swork, you could say.”

“You know | want it,” Wyl admitted.

“Itisyours. The priceisexorbitant, of course.”

“Naturdly.” Wyl said, amused. He exchanged the sword for the pair of knives.

Wevyr looked towards a hess an dummy hanging fifteen or so paces ahead of them. “ Try them.” he said.

Before he even threw. Wyl knew they would land true. Romen’ s skill with throwing blades was dready
obviousto him but the knives themselves were as perfect astheir larger counterpart and they moved
swesetly through the air. one landing in the dummy’ sface, the other in the gut. He had not even taken aim
but spun on ahed and thrown from ingtinct.

“If you lose these, Romen Koreldy, don’t ever cometo Orkyld again.”

With his purse significantly lighter, Wyl felt renewed a the fed of the sword by histhigh. He had
purchased a specia crossover body belt recommended by Wevyr for the knives. The clever part of this
soft, malleable belt was that it was designed to be worn insde the shirt so the knives could be concealed.
He could lift the blades from their holder in the blink of an eye and, athough Wyl knew he probably did
not need to, he was |ooking forward to practicing with them in the woods behind Orkyld.

WyI had changed into his new shirt and was getting used to the fedl of the belt next to hisskin. He was
beginning to fed comfortable yet something nagged at him through the evening, which he spent leisurely in
the common room of the Old Y ew Inn. He knew the thought was there. His keen soldier’ s sense
combined with Romen’ s naturally suspicious nature tried to make him sit up and take notice of it. The
trouble was he was feding especialy relaxed on this night as a haf-decent musician sang alament in one
corner and the kitchen served up hisfavorite dish of steamed fish. The vague notion of danger diss pated
ingtantly when a particularly good-looking woman strode up and dapped him hard around the face.

“Romen Koreldy, you dareto Sit at thistable!”



Wyl rubbed the stinging mark of her hand and, with his mouth wide open, watched her flounce off,
meagnificent in her anger.

Other patrons laughed, enjoying the spectacle and his embarrassment.
Another girl Sdled up to clear histable. “Arlynisredly crossthistime, Romen,” she warned.

“So | can see” he said, wondering what Romen could have done, athough he could probably guess.
“Can | makeit up to her?’

“I don’'t know—how do you make it up to awoman who was preparing for her wedding?’ asked the
grl.

It was worse than Wyl had first guessed. “I can explain,” he offered, fedling helpless.

“Not to me, Romen, to her!”

“Wherecan | find Arlyn later?’

The woman rested his dishes againgt her hip and said with no little exasperation, “ Forgotten aready?’
Hesghed. “Life sbeen abit hard for melately—I just thought she might have—er—’

“No, nothing's changed. Y ou'll till find her working her hands to the bone out the back.”

Wyl nodded and thanked her athough it did him little good. He needed to sober up and so decided to
take somefresh air. Perhaps | might find a place to buy Arlyn a gift as a peace offering.

On the rare occasion his parents had had cross words, hisfather had always made the first moveto
reconciliation, usually with some beautiful item that he knew would please hiswife and hopefully soften
her toward his spoken gpology. Wyl fdt helpless at being held responsible for Romen' sfault—all he
could do wastry to remedy the dight by making Arlyn a Thirsk-style gpology. Also at the back of his
mind was the notion that this excuse to meet with Arlyn and make his peace offering might give him an
opportunity to learn more about the man whose body he walked in.

Wyl left theinn and gtrolled into Orkyld’ s main street. 1t was abusy enough town. Apart fromitsfame as
aplaceto buy wegponry, it seemed to be abusy hub for people moving into the north. Walking without
clear direction he began to consider how to make amends with Arlyn without finding himself trapped.

“Marriage! Shar'sWrath!” he murmured. It was the last complication he needed.

They had been careful. Jerico was not aman to take chances and following Koreldy had been
challenging. The mercenary’ strail had disappeared a Farnswyth and, athough Jerico hated to do it he
split the men up into four groups. They were handpicked by him; all trusted cutthroats who would dit the
jugulars of their own grandmothersif paid enough coin.

At Farnswyth he had briefed them all with care and then sent them off in different directions. He and two
other men had traveled north. His only reason for this direction had been the smal item of information he
had gleaned from a conversation he had overheard between the King, who was then still a Prince, and
Koreldy.

When the Prince’ s spies had first noted Koreldy arriving in Morgravia, he had been requested to meet



with Ceimus. It just happened that Jerico was attached to anetwork of spiesthat Celimus paid
handsomely for information and, although Koreldy had not seen him. he had been present during their
first meeting. Celimus had asked the mercenary directly about what he was doing in the reelm. Koreldy
had been guarded, had tried to laugh it off and hold on to the mystery, but the Prince had persisted and
findly the mercenary had admitted he was escaping the clutch of awoman determined to marry him.
Jerico recalled how Celimus had laughed &t this.

It could have been aruse but Koreldy’ s sour tone suggested otherwise. And so, with no other ideasto
follow, he and his murderous companion had headed to Orkyld, where Koreldy had mentioned the
scorned woman lived. Jerico’ sintense joy at spotting the mercenary walking into Orkyld with alame
horse held no bounds. He had even |et out an inadvertent whoop of surprise before cupping his hands
over hismouth. Koreldy had |ooked hisway but the glance had understandably did over him. They had
never met, fortunately. A large part of Jerico’ s successin his trade was the fact that he was so
ordinary-looking and thus forgettable. Not asingle feature of his person would ever win comment. He
was neither thin nor fat. tall nor short. His hair was sandy-colored and hisface hardly handsome but then
it was not especidly ugly. Hisvoice was low and unremarkable. But his mind was quick and he had no
qualms about killing.

He had given over the day to observing Koreldy. A room at the Old Y ew and ahearty meal of pigeon.
Following him to the baths was easy enough and then to purchase garments. Jerico had then expertly
shadowed him to the famous blademaker, Wevyr, but athough he saw him enter the man’s workrooms,
he did not see him leave and after waiting what he considered was long enough, he made his furious way
back to theinn. hoping he had not lost his prey.

Thekiller had been rewarded with the information that the man had recently returned. He had waited,
toying with ajug of ae. His companion meanwhile kept awatch outsde in case Koreldy decided again to
take aback door out of theinn thistime. Later Jerico surmised that obvioudy their quarry was not
suspicious, for he had descended the stairs into the common room in the evening wearing awide grin for
the serving girls and afine new sword. Jerico’ s companion had returned to St beside him.

Jerico had admired the sword from a distance and promised himsdlf the fine weapon as a specia prize
after killing Koreldy.

“He d better not have spent too much of hisgold on that sword,” his companion had murmured, his back
deliberately turned toward Jerico so they were not taken asfriends.

Jerico had snickered. “I couldn’'t agree more, but remember there’ s only the three of us now to split the
spoils”
“Shamewe can't split that sword into three.” the man grumbled.

Jerico amiled to himself; he had decided againgt mentioning to his companionsthat the King had offered
to double the figure on Jerico’ sreturn to Pearlis. should he be successful in ridding Celimus of Koreldy.
“I'll tell you what, you can take abigger share of the gold he' scarrying, as | have need of that sword.”

The man had nodded. Jerico had returned to his ale and his observation of the mercenary. He spent the
time consdering whether to cut off Koreldy’ sring finger while he was till dive so they could enjoy the
screams or whether to do it after he was dispatched and silent. Jerico favored live torture and thus had
begun to hatch his plan for capture when a vol uptuous woman had appeared from the back of theinn and
belted Koreldy hard enough that everyone heard the dap. He had noticed the angry words she muttered
before her departure and then the low conversation between Koreldy and the other serving woman.
Jerico had downed his cup of de as Koreldy stood and righted his sword, and then he followed his prey



out of theinn, giving alow whistle to the other of his companions.

They watched Koreldy now as he strolled off but werein no hurry. Jerico, ever cautious, heeded the fact
that he had been present at the funera feast for Wyl Thirsk. Just in case Koreldy had seen him, he
suggested to his companion to go ahead of their victim while he brought up the rear.

“Any plan?’ one of them asked.

“Play it by ear. dthough your talents might come in handy as adigtraction. We relooking to catch him
unawaresin one of the side streets or better till andley. And listen!” he warned. “It won't be done here.
The woodswill give usthe cover—and privacy we need,” he added.

His partner smiled grimly and set off, digging into his pockets for the distraction his companion had
referred to.

Wyl waslogt in histhoughts. He looked up and saw a man juggling wooden balls—at least seven of
them—and the juggling was skilled enough to stop Wyl in histracks to admire the performance.

He watched for awhile and laughed when the man performed asmall jig while still not disturbing the
rhythm of the balls. It occurred to him that this fellow might know where the Ssdeshow dley performers
might beintheredm.

“Y ou wouldn’t happen to know where the fairground traders are right now?’” Wyl asked. Ashe
continued to juggle, the man screwed up hisface in thought. Wyl pressed. “It'sjust that | met someone at
the Morgravian roya tournament and have amessagefor her.”

“Can'tsay | do. gr. I'm just awandering performer. | follow my own path.”

“Wéll, thanks anyway.” Wyl said, tossing him a coin. He made to move on and then turned back. “Oh;
by the way. where can | buy anicetrinket for avery angry lady at thistime of night?’

The juggler expertly gathered in the wooden bals and afew passersby clapped asthey walked on. He
grinned at Wyl sdilemma. “I believe | might know just the place, Sir. If you' re prepared to pay avery
small fee. | can take you there.”

“Oh?What sort of place?’

“Would aslversmith suit, Sr? My cousin crafts very pretty jewdry at his shop just down the back here.
He'll giveyou agood pricetoo—I’ll seetoiit.”

Wyl wastired. He felt uneasy about Arlyn but wasit really that important to settle Romen’ s old scores?
He decided it was. now that he wasto dl intents and purposes Romen Koreldy. Tongues wagged and if
he was going to wear thisbody, thisface, for therest of hislife, then he certainly did not want women
around the kingdom hating him. He sghed.

“Yes, why not?Isit far?’

“Not at dll.” thejuggler said with no little glee. “ Just aminute or two. My, that’ safine sword, Sir, that you
cary...”

Jerico smirked as he overheard the juggler making trivia conversation, leading their prey like an innocent
animal to daughter.



The world went dark for Wyl soon after.

Wyl came back to consciousness abruptly but he was badly disoriented. It took him several momentsto
realize he was hanging upside down from alength of ropetied to atree and that he had been beaten very
effectively. He hurt everywhere. The mournful hoot from an owl told him few sensible people would be
abroad in these woods a night. The burning sensation on hisface led him to believe his captors had
emptied their bladdersin an attempt to revive him.

Obvioudy it had worked. He shook his head, noted that at least hisarms were free, and tried to get a
bearing on his surrounds. Not far away lay his scabbard and the blue sword. Damn them! They' re not
getting that! Hefdt at his chest and redlized with atingle of relief that they had not yet discovered the
conceded knives. He marveled again at Wevyr’' swork—the knives were so dim and flat that he was not
surprised his captors had not noticed them. He surreptitioudy undid a button of his shirt so he could
reach them.

The men turned.
“Timefor somefun.” thejuggler sad.
Jerico walked closer.

“I presume you aready have my purse and | seeyou've clamed my sword.” Wyl said in Romen'scalm
manner. “Ismy life that important to you?’

“Not to us,” Jerico replied.

Wyl felt achill settle about him. So this was not about theft then. “To whom?’
Jerico grinned. “Far higher-ranked individuas. We rejust the meansto theend.”
“Wdll then, whatever heispaying you | will triple” Wyl offered.

“No, Koreldy,” Jerico said firmly. “I have made apoint of doing businesswith care. | never double-cross
aclient | have made abargain with. This policy haskept medive.”

“But not necessarily rich,” Wyl answered, playing for time as hismind raced. Romen' singinctstold him
he had to get the three men abit closer to him and to each other before he could risk astrike. But then
even what was | eft of Romen reminded him that at best he could only cut himself down and take one of
them out. At worst he could possibly injure or even kill one but remain hanging like apig on arope
waiting for itsthroat to be dit.

The juggler laughed and walked forward. “How would you know, mercenary, what we are worth?”
“I don't,” Wyl admitted.

“Wdl now,” Jerico said, taking adagger from hisown belt. “ Thereisthis ugly business of having to cut
off oneof your fingers.”

“WM!
“The manwho is paying for your degth requiresit.”

“Well, | supposeit keepsyou lowlifes honest.”



Jerico stepped forward. “From one assassin to another, | take offense at the word ‘lowlife.””

The men werein range. He would go for the leader. No more time to think—at least he would die taking
oneof them with him.

The men were standing close enough that even dizzied and upside-down hefelt confident of hitting one of
them. In asmooth movement Wyl crossed hisarms and lifted the two knives from their belt and, using the
same momentum, hurled one toward the man he considered leader. At that same moment, out of the
darkness legpt a huge shadow that enveloped the juggler, who went down screaming with terror.

Shocked, Wyl held his second knife closeto his chest, ready for what might attack next. The gurgling
sound of aman dying was blotted out by the deep, guttural sound of abeast ripping at flesh. He spun
around again on the rope and could see Jerico lying still on the ground while his companion writhed in
agony. And then he too went gtill very quickly. The beast gave chase after the third man, who sensdlessly
ran deeper into the woods. Wyl heard a muffled scream before the woods became silent again.

“Knave?” Wyl asked into the dark fearfully and he flinched as the dog appeared at his Sde, hiswarm
bresth smdlling of blood.

Wyl struggled upward, bending himself double to reach the rope that bound him and dashed with the
knife. Hefdl in ahegp and Knave loomed over him. For an ingant he felt athrill of darm. Thisdog had
just mauled two men to desth. He could do the sameto him, his still-jumbled mind thought. Instead
Knavelicked Wyl and sat down, a gentle whine of pleasure escaping from the dog’ sthroat.

Wyl was trembling. He looked over at the dead bodies and back at the dog. Knave had saved hislife,
there was no question about this. But where had he come from and how did he know where to find
me? Hetried to stand and promptly fell over again. He had broken ribs, he realized. It added up that his
attackers had enjoyed some fun with him—not that he could remember much.

Knave was rooting about in the undergrowth and returned now carrying aflask.

Wyl had seen the treacherous juggler Sipping from it and gratefully took adraught of what turned out to
be strong liquor. Hefelt it burn al the way down histhroat before its comforting warmth hit.

Knave regarded him intently.

“| gather Fynch isnot with you.” he commented and the dog lay down, putting his head on his paws.
“Hmm. thought not. | have to presume he at least has obeyed ingtructions and remained with Vaentyna,
which iswhere you are going back to right now.”

The dog growled and moved closer to hisside.

Wyl searched the bodies in an attempt to discover who these men were. There were no clues, but he
recognized one of them: Celimus sman! He was sure of it. He remembered catching sight of him at the
funerd feast for his own true body.

And that probably explained the vague feding of threat he had felt dl day. He remembered now; he had
sghted thekiller thismorning as he walked into Orkyld. A noise—aman yelping—had caught his
attention but only for amoment.

That wasit. Celimus had sent the killer after him. It was the Kinswho wanted hisfinger. He looked down
at hishandsin reflex and noted his signet ring. It and the finger it sat on was probably what was required
asproof of hisdesth. Wyl growled to himsdlf now. anger overtaking hisfatigue. Hewould give Ceimus
something to consider.



Hauling himsdlf to hisfeet, he reclaimed his sword and, ignoring the intense pain, in one powerful hack
lopped off the head of Jerico, itstongue lolling out of the mouth. He pulled off the dead man’s shirt and
wrapped the head in it severa times, hoping the blood would not show through too soon. Fortunately it
was ablack shirt and would hide the seepage for awhile.

With disgust now he rolled the bodies into the bushes. Wolves or other scavengers would find them soon
enough and that wasfitting. He cared not. Wyl staggered from the woods carrying Jerico’ s head, which
he had aready decided would have specid ironic significance for Cdimus. He spent an hour trying to find
asuitable container among the rubbish of the town and, when satisfied, he hid the box and itsvile
contents to be dispatched as soon as he could arrange it.

Only then did he collapse.



Chapter 21

Thistime when Wyl regained his senseshewaslying in abed At first he thought he was dreaming as
memories of an ugly night returned. He touched the feather coverlet and it was real enough to convince
him he was not imagining these comfortable surrounds, and the spicy fragrance that lingered around him
definitely smacked of awoman. Its owner, familiar to him, suddenly leaned over.

“Don’'t hit meagain. Arlyn,” he croaked and smiled crookedly.

She gave afull-throated laugh thistime. “I’ m tempted, Romen. What in Shar’ s Name happened to you
lagt night?’

“Long story. Would you bdieve meif | told you it dl happened because of you?’

“No, because you are aliar, achesat, and alow, good-for-nothing scoundrel whom | shall toss from my
bed just as soon as your body can stand it.”

He winced. “How bad?’
“The physic saysyou can’'t move for acouple of days at least.”

“Then | am at your mercy,” Wyl said, surprising himsdlf. Heliked women alot yet he felt tongue-tied
among them. He thought of VVaentyna; thethrill of her touch and how histhroat had closed up when she
had turned her atention fully to him. And yet here he wasin thiswoman’ s bed, acting the roguish flatterer
using Romen’s confidence.

“Mynk for those thoughts?’ Arlyn said, squeezing out arag into asmall bowl of water. She smoothed the
linen gently over hisface, her expression suddenly tender.

“| wasjugt contemplating how sorry | am.” he said softly.
Arlyn paused in her ministrations and fixed him with her green gaze. Y ou hurt me so much.”

Wyl reached over with Romen’ slarge hand and cupped hersto his chest. “I know. | havealot to
explan.”

“But not yet,” she said, reaching for acup and handing it to him. “Rest and heal are the physic' sorders,
Drink this”

He did so and made an expression of the worst sort of disgust.

“Segp now,” shesaid, asmile passing across her face.

“Arlyn,” hesaid drowslly. “How did | get here?’

“A huge black dog dragged you to my doorstep,” she said indignantly.
He gtarted to laugh as he drifted away. “His name' sKnave.”

“It could be King Celimusfor dl | care,” he heard her say ashelost hisgrip on the bright morning. “I’ve
told him he stays out of this bedroom. He soutside.”

“Thank you,” hesaid and dexpt.



Two fierce needswoke Wyl. It was dusk now. He was starving but even more pressing than the desire
of hisbely was the desperation of hisbladder. He would have to move fast or make afool of himself in
front of Arlyn. He scanned the room desperately looking for the chamber pot and. after finding it.
dragged himsdif out of the bed. Arlyn must have heard him moving because she entered the room just as
hefinished.

“Y ou shouldn’t be up,” she scolded.
Helooked around. “I1t was urgent.” he admitted sheepishly.
“Let mefeed you and then we'll talk.”

Arlyn’ sfood was ddlicious and as WYyl ate he wanted to ask her questions but he knew he could not for
fear of showing hisignorance. He had decided that Romen must have got himsdlf trapped and no doubt
did flee Arlyn’ sarmsrather coldheartedly. The man’s manner, his whole ease among people, suggested
he was awomanizer. Wyl was the opposite sort of character. He needed to try to right the wrong, at
leastin her eyes.

After hdping him eat, Arlyn brought abowl of scented water for him to wash his hands and face. Then
she took a seat on the bed near to him.

“So, Romen. Will you tell me what went wrong?”

Wyl had aready given the situation much thought and decided to tell alie of such extravagance that she
could never blame hersdlf for being abandoned so calloudly.

Hetook adeep breath. “I am amarked man. Arlyn. When | |eft hereit was not because | did not want
to marry you but because | had to fleefor my life.”

Whatever excuse Arlyn had expected, thiswasfar away from it. She remained silent despite the obvious
guestionsin her expression and Wyl pressed on.

“King Cdimuswants me dead.” he said. | suspect it hasto do with afriendship | had with hisformer
Generd, Wyl Thirsk.”

“Former Generd?’
“He' sdead. Murdered by ns sent on the express wishes of the King.”
She was going to say something but thought better of it.

“But here stheworst of it,” Wyl continued. “What happened last night was one of a series of attacks.
Thefirst occurred after | ran from you. They tracked me down and left me for dead but in fact they had
knocked me unconscious. When | cameto | had lost my memory.”

It was thin but he had been convincing. He watched Arlyn’s hand moveto her throat. He hated himsdlf
for lying but he would be damned if hewould risk hurting her again. Thisat least gave her the dignity she
deserved.

“I did not even recal my name.” He had to be careful here. “How long have | been gone?’ he asked
casudly asthough trying to search for the answer from himsdlf.



Shereadily gave him the answer, not redlizing the subtlety of hisruse.

Wyl had to stop himsdlf from looking at her in darm. What abastard Romen had been. “Isit redly that
long?’ he muttered instead. “| spent agood part of that time in amonastery convaescing from the
stabbing injuries but mostly trying to find myself again.” He thought she might cry but she soldiered on.

“And your memory?’

“I dill have not recovered much of it. whichiswhy | must ask your forgivenessif | appear vague.” He
liked the neat excuse—it might permit him to make errors.

“Oh, Romen, thisis shocking news, and there | was thinking—oh, never mind. And last night it happened
agan?

He nodded. “I’ ve been safe for awhile and perhaps | got too confident coming back here but | was
drawn to Orkyld. | was drawn to you, Arlyn, but | can’t remember anything of what happened between
us. I’'m so ashamed. So sorry to have hurt you.”

Hissincerity melted her and Wyl despised himsdlf.
“What happened to the men who attacked you last night?’

“They ran away when Knavejoined inthefray,” helied. Hislagt lie, he promised himself. “If not for him.
| would surely be dead. Whereis he anyway?’

“Terrifying people.”

He smiled, knowing he needed to press home the point now. “1 am afugitive. | will be until Celimus
succeedsin killing me. Already | havetarried too lonsand | must get myself away from here. By staying
here | put you in danger.”

“They would kill metoo?’

He shrugged and it hurt to do so. “ They are ruthless. The King uses common cutthroats—unscrupul ous
bastards. No honor.”

“Where can you go?’

Wyl shook his head thistime. | intend to keep moving. Perhaps 1’1l go across the seas. Y ou understand
why | cannot marry you. my love. | don’t know when | might next seeyou, if at al.”

“Romen, let me be honest now. | don’t believe, after dl thistime, we could find that specid affection we
had before. It sbeen too long.” Thiswas music to Wyl’ s ears. “But can we not hide you here?’ she said,
taking hishand.

“No. Too dangerous. They are on my trail now. | must lose them again. Assoon as| canwalk, I'm
leaving. Forgiveme.”

“Never mind how we fed now, | hated seeing you so hurt yesterday.”

“Next timethey won't fall.” Wyl said, hoping it wasthe last nail to driveinto the wretched coffin of ther
relaionship.

Sherdlied. “How can | help? Money?”’



“I have money. | want you to forget about me. Wipe dl trace of my stay here after | leave and tell anyone
who knows you have me here to keep their wits about them and not answer any questions.”

She nodded. “No one saw you come to my house.”
“Good. I'll leave tomorrow at nightfall.”
“So soon?’

“Would you be kind enough to hand me my pouch?’ he asked. It was asmall |eather bag with along
strap designed to be worn across the body. She gaveit to him and he delved inside, bringing out Ylena's
brooch. Shewould not missit and it was going to aworthy person who had brought him the good luck
hissster had wished for him.

“Thisisfor you. | do remember choosing it but not where or when,” he said, smiling regretfully as he put
itinto her pam.

“Oh. Romen. it’ sbeautiful .”

“Thenit will dojusticeto itsowner,” he said, thistime with sincerity. “Keep it asareminder of what we
shared once.”

She kissed his hand, which was gill entwined with hers, and could not help but fedl asurge of desire for
the handsome rake who lay near-naked in her bed. “Then | must return the gift.”

Wyl felt compelled to shrink from any mention of agift from awoman. “Oh?’ hesaid.

“Theonly onel have at hand,” she said, unbuttoning her shirt.

The next day Romen’sarms held Arlyn close but it was Wyl who, with grest fondness, kissed her
goodbye. Her tender attentions had alowed him to forget himself for abrief time. Lying beside her, loving
the incomparable sensation of her flesh againg his, helost his sensesin aglut of affection. Although
hampered by hisinjuries, thisdid not prevent their lovemaking and it helped immeasurably toward
disguising hisinexperience. If he had been hedthy she would have known he was not Romen, or at least
not the Romen she had once known. Wyl Thirsk had not bedded awoman in quite sometime. The last
memorable occasion was with ayoung sogpmaker in Pearlis who supplied her produce to Stoneheart. It
was a brief fling between two young people with little experience. He had seen her afew times around
the castle and had once been nearby when a horse shied toward her and she had spilled her basket of
sogpsin fright. Wyl had called for two pagesto help her pick them up and then he had gracioudy
gpologized for the skittish horse. The girl had a sweet smile and had accepted his gpology shyly.

She had not been so bashful the next time he had come across her in one of the better tavernsin the city
where she was making another delivery. On this occasion she had invited him back to thetiny, airless
room where she lived with her father above their shop and undressed hersdlf. It had been quick but
nonethel ess memorable, Wyl groaning as he reached his height of pleasure and she enjoying hislook of
ecstasy more than experiencing much of her own.

He had thanked her and pressed some coin into her pocket to buy herself some new fabric for adress or
ribbonsfor her hair. He thought he might see her again but their paths had not crossed. A haf-dozen
other joyless, mainly urgent couplings—more from necessity than anything e se—he had chosen to put
out of hismind. That was the sum of his sexua experiencesin recent years.



But Arlyn, hewould aways remember her—

“I can't come back.” he whispered as he hugged her. being careful not to crush his body against herstoo
hard.

She nodded, long resigned to Romen not being in her life. “1 know. Be safe”

And with onelast warning for secrecy, Wyl left. Like him, hishorse was glad to be out of its confinesand
on the dusty road again. They did not linger and he did not look back, although he suspected she might
dtill bewatching him.

“Onemoreerrand,” he promised the beast as they rounded a bend and mercifully fell out of her Sight.

As he expected—though he did not know why he should be so confident—he found Knave waiting for
him in the undergrowth at the spot where they had hidden the box containing the n'shead. They
sat together for afew moments, Wyl stroking the dog and weighing his thoughts about the anima’s
enchantment. It seemed futile to pretend Knave was not part of Myrren’ smagica world and yet if he
tried to explain it to astranger, they would laugh at his reckonings.

Finaly he spoke, glad that it no longer felt odd giving Knave ingructions. “ The dog dways seemed to
understand anyway. Now you know you must return,” he said sternly. “Go back to Fynch. Keep
Vaentynasafe until | come,” he added, hoping that hisingtincts were true. The Widow Ilyk had
cautioned him to keep Fynch and Knave close, yet he had sent both away.

Knave fixed him with hisintense stare. Then he gave asingle bark. Wyl had no ideawhat it meant but
when his dog licked him and then bounded off, turning once only asif in farewel, Wyl had to assumethe
dog knew his duty. Hefdt atwinge of sadness at itsleaving. Something about Knave made him fed safe,
invincible even. But that was every reason why the dog had to return to Vaentyna. Perhaps Knave

would offer the same comfort to her.

He rode back into town to where the coaches | eft for the south. The driver he approached agreed, for a
price, to ddiver the box, which Wyl had now carefully wrapped in severad hessian sacks, to Pearlis.

“Wherecan | leaveit?’ the man asked.

“At the palace”

“Whofor?’

“Just leave it with the guards at the main gate. They’ re already expecting it.”
“No message?”’

“Theré soneingde,” helied. “It' sfor avery high-ranking noble. Don't touch it please—he will scream
hell and high murder if it istampered with.”

“Shar! What'sin here, man?’ the coachman asked.

Wyl knew it might be tempting for the fellow to take apeep if he did not give him a better reason to leave
itwdl adone. “It'sawitch’ stalisman,” he explained and appreciated the look of alarm that spread across
the man’ sface. Good. It seemed the fear of witch curseswas Hill rifein the north, even though the
Zerqueinfluence had faded. “If it’ slooked upon by any but the true recipient, the intruder is blinded.”
Thank the stars that what was | eft of Romen in him found it very easy to embdlish dl truths, he thought,
amazed a how such falsehoods cameto him.



The man looked ready to toss the box off his coach.

“Look here, | will give an extragold piecefor your trouble. | gppreciate your help with thisand | too
don’t care much for the contents. | didn’t look either—I’m smply the courier to this point,” Wyl added,
and the money seemed to soothe the man’ s concern. “How long?’

“About four days, gr.”
“Safetravels” Wyl called asthe coach drew ouit.

The weather became decidedly cooler as Wyl began to ascend into the higher northern counties of the
realm. Hewas glad of the cloak and ensured the horse moved at adow, steady pace to prevent the
uneven terrain from jarring Romen’ sinjured body any more than necessary. Wyl was grateful to Arlyn for
packing some of the strong-tasting potion. It was even harder to take as pure medicine than the brew she
had plied him with a his bedside. Nevertheless he Spped it morning and night, grateful for therelief it
brought. He traveled for two and ahalf days through increasingly barren land asthe terrain became more
rocky. He recalled that the villages were scattered and there were no mgjor townsin this part of the
north. Wyl was not interested in any of them for now. His attention was firmly focused on reaching

Y entro, where the Widow Ilyk hailed from; it would be asmal place, heimagined, of little note.

Haifaday’ sridelater he was stunned to enter what was clearly abustling frontier town.

Wyl stopped the horsein no little amazement. Thiswas amagjor trading town, he could tell, and business
was brisk. First stop was the stables. Then he went in search of adecent inn. There were far too many
people around for him to worry about being noticed and the population was so varied that Wyl felt sure
he would appear to be just another journeyman.

He waswrong.

“It'shim, | sweer it,” the man said, deferentidly.

The person he had addressed was edting. He ate with care, reflecting his careful, neat thoughts as he
chewed and considered the information he had just learned. His men were reliable, especialy hisfriend
and counsdl, Lothryn, who spoke with him now. He scratched at the newly grown beard he used for
disquise.

So, Romen Koreldy had returned. Why?
Green, unreadable eyes|ooked back at Lothryn. “Why now?’

Lothryn shrugged. It made no sense for Koreldy to be back in the north. “ Spying?” he offered,
indinctively.

“My inclination lingersthere too. Spying for Cdimus perhaps. The Morgravian brat is hungry for more
Mountain blood, then,” he mused. “We foiled their recent incursion attempt with that team of usdess
spies—Hador help the Morgravian King if they’re the kind of dullards we re up againgt! Only the leader

wasworth hissat asasoldier. We'll kill them dl, Lothryn. And we' |l spread the Mountain Kingdom
beyond the Razors, mark my words.”

Lothryn said nothing, waiting for his superior to make the inevitable decison. It came swiftly. The



strapping, golden-haired man pushed his plate avay, no longer hungry. He stood to hisfull, intimidating
height and looked toward hisloya deputy, hisfriend for more than thirty years. “ Take Myrt and one
other. Follow him for afew hours. Let’sfind out what he' sup to. Then take him. I'll see you back at the
Cave”

Lothryn nodded. “1t will be done, my lord.” @L othryn watched from the shadows as Romen Koreldy
entered the Scarlet Feather and, according to the innkeeper, was fortunate to buy the last roomin the
house. It was expensive but Wyl was looking forward to some comfort and a chance to recuperate after
daysin the saddle. He desperately needed to give hisribs achanceto hea further. He was ill sporting a
bruised eye. which drew acomment from the nosy man behind the counter.

“A lady didn't take too kindly to catching mekissing her best friend,” Wyl remarked easily and winked,
not aware that he had been trailed since entering Y entro.

The man laughed. “ She' sgot agood punching arm then, gir. I'd avoid that one again.”

“I don't believe she'd have me again,” Wyl said archly, adding, “though it would be worth another
shiner.” Thistime they both enjoyed thejest. “1 could use a smooth. Are there some chambers nearby?’

“Yes, sr. When you've settled in your room I’ll give directions. It’ s attached to the bathhouse.”

Wyl nodded. He took the stairs dowly, having already been warned there were four flightsto hisroom.
These were mercifully short but he till collapsed on hisbed, glad of hissmdl sack of luggage. He undid
his scabbard, took off his shirt, and undid the hidden belt and knives. Such relief. He leaned back and
immediately began to doze. Rousing himself, he redlized he had actudly falen adeep, which would not
do. He needed to establish quickly whether the Widow Ilyk wasin Y entro. Time wasworking against
him. He had to get back to Briavel to meet with the Queen, then keep his promiseto hissister and
convey Alyd' sremains from Rittylworth to Felrawthy. He hoped to escort Y lena back to the safety of
Argorn and her own people aswell. And still the question of treachery niggled. Would hetry and
overthrow the Crown? He had to stop thinking about al that was still ahead or he would be
overwhemed. He recdled Gueryn’'s advice to ded with oneissue at atime. His mentor had trained him
to clear hismind and concentrate on the most important demand. Prioritize! He could hear Gueryn's
voice now. The priority wasto find the Widow. Everything else came after that.

Y awning and stretching carefully, he hid hiswegponsin the bed linen and. after dressing, locked the door
and headed downgtairs, where the innkeeper was giving instructions to a brace of serving girls and boys.

He noticed Wyl watching. “Very busy, today, sr.”
“Isthere something going on?’

“It'sour annual trading fair. | thought you might be here for it. No one actudly passesthrough Y entro
without areason.” WYyl heard the curiogity in the man’ svoice.

“Ahwdl, perhapsyou can hep me. I'm actudly in Y entro to pass on amessage to the Widow Ilyk.
Would you know of her—she srather old and isaloca ?”’

“I can’t say | do but then I’'m fairly new here myself, sir. Bought the Feather only afew moons ago.”

Wyl gave acasud wave of hishand asthough it were of no importance. “I can make inquiries, thank you.
Now those directions?’

The innkeeper busied himsalf with adetailed account of how to find the bathhouse and Wyl was glad to
escape the man’ swatchful gaze. The directions were accurate and, looking forward to the intense



pleasure that only an expert smoothing could bring. Wyl was once again obliviousto the dark-haired
stranger who followed at a safe distance.

Hewas soon luxuriating in fragranced, steaming water. He paid for a private room, preferring not to
share his bruises with the rest of the men enjoying their dip. After sogping hishair, herang abell and a
young woman came in and poured fresh warm water over his head. The rinse was scented with gardenia,
which sharply brought back a distant memory for Wyl, athough the nature of it was blurred. He searched
his own thoughts and understood the recall was not his.

Someonein Romen’slife had obvioudy used the scent.

He stored that thought away, redlizing that the woman who waited on him stood patiently holding drying
linens. Wyl forced himsdlf not to be salf-conscious of his nakedness. Romen would stand and probably
even gtretch for her, he thought, and found the courage to be still as she rubbed the fabric around his

body.
“I cannot help but notice that you are hurt, Sir?” sheinquired, large eyes darting toward the worst bruises.

“Yes” hesad, elaborating no further. “1 shal have to ask you to be extremely gentle with the smoothing
around my ribs”

She nodded serioudy before gesturing toward the table, where she invited him to stretch out. He did so
with difficulty. Lighting severa scented candles, she burned oil above them and when heated she poured
some into her palms and with grest care smoothed the warmed oil over hisbody. Wyl felt his body relax
under her touch. Working silently, she avoided his midsection and concentrated instead on his sore
buttocks, legs, and shoulders. Her fingers were strong and skilled.

Wyl finaly broke from his relaxed stupor and spoketo her. “I’m trying to find someone called the
Widow Ilyk—would you know of her?’

“No, gr.”

The response was too quick, he thought. “ That’ sapity. | have a message from the south for her. |
promised alady by the name of Thirsk that | would ddliver it.” Wyl figured thet if she did know the old
woman then the name Thirsk would be memorable and the seer might give her consent to see him.

There was a pause as though she was considering. “I’m sorry | cannot help you, Sir.”

Hel€ft it done, now sure that the Widow Ilyk was known to peoplein Y entro. He hoped hisingtincts
were right about the girl, and soon found out they were. He took histime finishing up. After the
smoothing hetook aplunge in atepid, salted pool attached to his private room. It roused him from the
drowsy state he had falen into. He dressed and | eft the building, aready noticing that the young woman
who had done his smoothing was following him. She waited until they had rounded a corner before

stopping him.
“| do know the Widow Ilyk’sniece, sir,” she called to him.
“Goon.”

“I sent amessage. Widow Ilyk will see you today.”

Hehid hisdation. “Thank you,” he said, giving her aslver duke, grateful for her involvement. She had
clearly not held that much money before for her eyes shone. “How will | find her?” he asked.



“My friend—nher niece, Elgpyth, will meet you at this corner shortly. | have described you to her.”
Romen’ s heartbreaking smile broke like sunlight. “I hope you told her how handsome | an?’

She laughed despite her serious nature. “1 did. Farewdl, sir.”

“Thank you.” he said, adding, “you have excdlent hands.”

The smoother hurried away but he caught the flush at her cheeks.

L othryn was close enough to catch the blush of the woman. He adso saw the flash of slver. No smoother
was paid so highly for her services, not unless she belonged to abrothel that offered some very special
additional comforts. The Mountain man watched as she fingered the coin. A lot of money for agirl like
this. His eyes narrowed in concentration.

“What information have you just paid for, Koreldy?’ he whispered, noticing that after the girl hurried off,
his quarry wasin no rush himself to leave the breezy, cold corner where he now stood. “And so we
wait,” Lothryn murmured.

He turned to where his companions sat discreetly mulling over thair de. Lothryn gave asign, which they
understood to mean that they would be waiting now. His companion nodded, turned away from Lothryn.

The three men of the Mountains who now stalked Romen Koreldy blended into their surrounds. They
would not normally. If dressed in their preferred garb, they would be conspicuous, but Cailech’s men had
taken the precaution of equipping themsalves with appropriate clothes that did not attract that sort of
attention. Lothryn did not fool himsdf into believing the northern Morgravians did not recognize him or his
compatriots for who they were but the smple disguise just made it easier for them to be accepted as
traders—abeit illega ones—from the mountains rather than barbarian warriors.

This had been a successful trading week. The King would be pleased and in his usua way he would plow
the gold from the sale of the prized horses bred in the Razors back into goods for the Mountain People,
seeds especidly. Paper and stylos were high on the King' s shopping list thistime—he was determined
the children would write with the correct equipment from now on. His plansfor the future were [ofty
indeed, but why not? Lothryn argued to himsdlf. Cailech had avison for their harsh Mountain Kingdom,
and if anyone could redize it this man could.

Lothryn had grown up loving Cailech and dthough herarely dwelled on it. he knew he could flatter
himsdf in saying that the feding was mutud. They had played sde by sde since they were old enough to
walk and had been inseparable snce. And now Cailech ruled. A saf-proclaimed, magnificent King;
Lothryn hisunfailingly loya second. Lothryn smiled. Life was gopod—amost perfect infact, if not for the
incressing upheavalswith the new King of Morgravia

Celimus had dready made what was surely a chalenge to war by sending ateam of spiesinto the
Mountain King' sterritory. And Lothryn was quietly worried that Cailech’ swell-known temper might
lead them into deeper waters. He was dready talking up the notion that his people deserved the plentiful
southern lands for themselves, to grow their crops and raise their children. It was an audacious dream
and onethat Lothryn did not agree with. He had suggested time and again that their people should keep
to the safety and obscurity of the Razors. Their arable land was small but rich, their animalsfat and
hedlthy, the people themsalves happy. But he knew Cailech wanted more. Cailech aways wanted
more—even as ayoungster he had dreamed big. And now he wanted to teach the new sovereign of
Morgraviaalesson in kingship. Lothryn shook hisheed. In truth, if they were going to attempt to take the
south then Lothryn believed they should attack wesker Briave firgt, thus effectively encircling Morgravia.



He shook his head clear of thoughts of war. All he wanted right now was to be gone from Morgravia, to
head back into the Mountains, where his child was preparing to be born.

Hewatched Koreldy pacein the cold and smiled at his discomfort. The man had obvioudy softened in
histime south. A young woman was approaching him. Lothryn had not seen her beforein Y entro but that
was not necessarily surprising. She'slovely, hethought, small but a lovely handful . And he grinned to
himsdlf.

“Herewe go,” he muttered to himsdlf, as the young woman paused to spesk with Romen. Lothryn
looked behind, caught the gaze of his companions, and nodded. It wastimeto follow their prey.



Chapter 22

Elspyth came up behind the man who had been described to her. She had been watching him for a brief
while, wondering what histrue interest was with her aging aunt. His story was aruse, shewas sure of it,
but her gifted aunt had recognized the name Thirsk, had been startled to hear it in fact, and had
immediately given her agreement to meet with him. Why she hersdlf felt so wary she could not say.

Her aunt had only just made the long trek home; she was weak and fragile and Elspyth wastired. Tired
of the fairgrounds and weary of life on the road. Sheloved the rugged north and Y entro seemed to have
swelled to twice the Size even in the time they had been away. She was not sure the south knew how this
place was flourishing and Elspyth wanted to be hereto enjoy it. Sheliked their cottage in the foothills and
for the most part did not mind the londly life, dthough she dreamed of one day having afamily.

Why do | think this stranger will bring us trouble? she thought as she approached him. “Koreldy?’
shesad.

He turned, looking down &t her from his height. Her friend told no lie with her description ether. Elspyth
could sense this was a man who enjoyed the company of women.

“You arethe niece?’ he asked, affably.

She nodded.

“Thank you for coming.” he said and bowed.

Elspyth was not going to let him work his charms on her. “Follow me.”

“Isitfar?’ hecalled to her back, for she had aready turned and | eft.

“Why? Areyou lame?’ She did not mean to be rude but his easy smile clashed with her mood.
He did not take offense—laughed in fact. “No. No. I'm not but | am hurt.”

Sheturned, her expression aquestion.

“I took abeating from some bandits. It smy ribs.” he said in explanation.

“Our cottageisin thefoothills”

It gave Wyl no more information than before. He protested no further. “I’m sure |’ [| manage.”

They walked heading north out of Y entro and then veered east. Wyl regretted not weearing hisknives a
least, having had no idea he would be leaving the main town. The woman called Elspyth strode ahead but
he had gradually made up the ground with Romen’ slong stride, admiring her shapely backside and the
way it swayed as shewaked. Hefinaly drew level with her.

“Ancther mile” shewarned.
“When did you get home?’ he asked, mainly to make conversation, but redized it was an error.
She glared a him. “How did you know we ve been away?’

Yes, how could Romen know this? Fool! “Er—I saw your aunt at the Morgravian tournament.”



“Oh?’
“Shemet with afriend of mine.” he added, hoping that was enough information.
“My aunt took unwell on the night of the tourney. We started the long journey home the next day.”

“Wadll, it iswonderful countryside,” Wyl said, trying to turn the conversation away from that particular
day. “I can understand why you would want to be home here.”

“Canyou?
He nodded. “I don't care much for citiesmysdlf.” It fet like thiswas hisfirg truth in days.
Elspyth went quiet after this and Wyl soon began to labor. The pain was back.

“What' sthat?’ she asked, returning to where he had stopped at the roadside to tip something from a
bottleinto his mouth.

“Something to ease the pain.” He grimaced asthe vile-tasting stuff did down histhroat.
Her brow creased at hisexpresson. “ That bad?’ He nodded. “May 1?7’ she said holding her hand out.

Wyl gave her thetiny bottle and she smelled its contents. * Powerful stuff. | have something e, less
harsh on your belly, that you may careto try.”

He nodded his thanks as his eyes picked out the thatched roof of a cottage, partly hidden behind a
mound and sometrees. It seemed Shar was smiling on him. They were here. Elspyth led him out of the
sharp sunlight and into the darkness of the small cottage.

“I'll not belong,” she said, gesturing a a scrubbed table and chairs. The young woman disappeared into
the back of the cottage and reappeared afew moments later.

“My aunt will seeyou now.”

Wy! had not redlized he was holding his bresth with tenson. He followed Elspyth into the back chamber,
which was darker till, and the familiar odor of burning sticks took him back to the seer’ stent at the
farground.

“Welcome.” the old woman'’ s voice croaked.

Wyl bowed to the Widow Ilyk out of courtesy even though she was blind. Somehow he felt she would
sense hisgood manners anyway.

“Elspyth. my dear. Would you fetch us somewine?’

Her niece glanced toward WYyl as she departed. He suspected her glare was to warn him not to tire the
old woman. Meanwhile the wine was obvioudy her aunt’s manner of requesting privecy.

“Itisgood of you to see me, Widow.” Wyl said.

The old woman swayed dightly as her whitish eyes stared over his shoulder. “Y our name is unknown to
me, Romen Korddy, but | am familiar with Wyl Thirsk. That one had an aura about him.”

Wyl felt achill settle across him. She was definitely no trickster.

“No aura about me?’



“Not that | can detect.” she said and asmall smile snatched at her mouth. “Where are you from?’ she
asked.

“Grenadyn, madam,” hereplied. “Origindly,” he added for truth.

“Yes. | hear itssoft lilt in your voice. A nice voice, belonging to ahandsome man, I'mtold,” she said, her
eyescrinkling as she smiled.

“That depends only on the opinion of the beholder, madam,” Wyl replied.

“Y ou've obvioudy come along way to find me. How can | help?’

“Takemy hands” Wyl suggested.

“Why?

“lan’t that what you do?’

“Sometimes. Other times| just listen.”

“Towha?’

“Oh, the voices around you, the aura surrounding your person. | might add you are closed to me.”
“Please, take my hands,” he asked.

“If it pleasesyou,” she agreed, reaching forward. “1 imagine—" At histouch she ingtantly swallowed
what she was about to say. Instead what came out was aterrified gasp.

“Widow?’

Now shetrembled. He could fed her fright benesth hisfingers, could see her garments shaking against
her frail body. Her lips began to move but no sound came ouit.

“Widow!” Wyl repeated, worried.

“Itisyou.” She spoke hardly above awhisper. “It has happened, Wyl Thirsk.”

Relief flooded through him. *Y ou remember.” There was ahint of sadnessin hisvoice.
“I could never forget you. When?’

Wyl told her what had occurred.

“A curseor agift, Wyl Thirsk?" she demanded.

“I’'m not sure. 1t saved my life but it took another.”

“Hewould have taken yours.”

“Thisistrue. Hewas. | suspect, agood man.”

“You will make him better,” she comforted, sensng hissorrow. “Y ou’ ve tracked me down because you
have questions.”

“ YS,”



“I will answer asbest | can. though | warn | know little.”

He nodded. “ Areyou awitch?’

She chuckled at this. “No. son. | have no magics. Only the Sight.”
“But you deliberately masquerade as atrickster.”

The old woman shrugged. “I cannot risk the truth. Y ou have witnessed firsthand the suffering of those
they suspect are empowered. Those dark times are behind us now, thank Shar’s Mercy, but sill | find it
easer to hide my taent than flaunt it. If people suspected | could redly seeinto their lives, | think they
would fear mefor what | might tell them. They prefer the notion that fortune-telling isjust some harmless
fun”

Wyl understood. “ Tell me what the Quickeningis”

The widow sighed and sat back into her chair, releasing her hold on hishands. “ That’ s not as easy to
explain. | cannot answer it asyou wish. All | cantell you isthat it has no remorse, no empathy...and you
have no control over it.”

“Can| rid mysdf of it?’
“No.” She had nothing to add.

“So | will remain Romen Korddy for therest of my life,” he murmured. It was not aquestion. Hefdlt
grief and yet in hissoul he had expected nothing less.

“I have no knowledge to confirm or deny it.” she said sadly.
Wyl stood and paced the tiny chamber. He did not trust himself to speek for afew moments.

“Elspyth!” the widow called and her niece appeared around the door, answering softly. “Bring the wine,
my love”

The young woman cameinto the room with atray. After setting down its contents she withdrew slently.
“Drink!” the seer ordered. “1t will help.”

Wyl did, gulping down the sweet wine, needing to fed its sugary warmth within him. Shewasright, it
Steadied him.

“Why did Myrren do thisto me?’

“I imagine she saw something in you, Wyl. A need perhaps? A burning desire? Who knows? It could
even be that she wanted something of you... some thing she wanted you to achieve.”

“All because of asip of water,” he said, laughing sadly to himsdf.
“There would be moreto it than that but what that is, | cannot guess.”

Wy! took another couple of swalows of the wine. Mixed with the potion, it was making him fedl
lightheaded. He sat again.

“Tell me about the dog.”
Shemade asmall circle of her mouth as though they had stepped onto ahalowed topic. “A very



powerful one. that.”

“He' senchanted?’ he asked, trying to make it sound like the most reasonable assumption.
“Not in himsdlf.”

“What do you mean?’

“Heisachannd for magic.”

Wyl did not understand but pushed on. “What ese?’

“Keep him close. | told you that before. | meant it then as| do now.”

“And the boy?’

“Srrange.”

“Heisstrange?’” Wyl wondered aoud.

“No. Strangethat | cannot read him. A complex child with an adept mind. Heis very susceptible to
magic, athough he does not know it. That’ swhy the black dog chose him. Trust the boy. He beginsto
understand Knave—and you.”

She sounded as though she was fdling into atrance but Wyl pressed on. He was frightened but
determined to wring every last ounce of information he could.

“My sder, she—’
“Isin grave danger. Y ou think you have her hidden but he will find her.”

Wyl was astounded. How could she know these things? He felt suddenly violent, wanted to hurl
something a the wall, at her, at the stupid cottage they stood in. Ylenawas safe. .. safe with Brother
Jakub.

Now the woman’s voi ce sounded dreamy. “ Jakub cannot protect her, nor himsdlf,” she droned. “And
the other woman—the Queen. Sheis strong but her realm iswesk. 1t makes her vulnerable.”

Thiswas not arevelaion to Wyl but it still terrified him to hear her say it out loud.

“Y ou must never speak of thisto anyone,” Wyl warned.

“I amonly asdeshow dley trader,” the woman said, more focused now. “No one takes me serioudy.”
“Isthere anyone who can help me?’ he asked desperatdly.

“Seek Myrren' sfather!” Her voice was hard. It sounded deeper al of a sudden.

“Thephysc?’

“No! Hewas not her red father,” thelow voice said angrily. “ Seek the manwitch.”

Wyl felt hisworld tip on its axis. Thiswas too much. He was about to demand more about the father
when she suddenly screamed out. “WYyl! Beware the barbarian! He knows you. He's coming—coming
for you—coming for you—" Her voice trailed to awhisper and then she seemed to pass out.



“Elgoyth!” Wyl yelled.

The woman ran into the chamber and bent down by her aunt, lifting the closed lids before rubbing the old
woman'’s chilled hands. “ She forbids me to witness these sessons but look what it does to her. Sgps her
grength. | svear it will kill her. Quick, hep me with that blanket. .. she' sfreezing.”

Wyl did as asked and together they wrapped the birdlike frame of the old woman in athick woolen
shawl.

“Will shebedl right?’

“I hope s0. She went too far that time. Tried to see too much. She'll deep now for many hours,” Elspyth
answered matter-of-factly. “ She will give nothing moreto you,” she added and it sounded like a

chdlenge.
Wyl swdlowed. The widow had dready told him plenty and none of it pleasing.

“She sthered thing, aseer,” he said, nodding and just alittle awed by the tiny woman wrappedin a
cocoon of blankets.

“And if you ever mention it outsde of thisroom. I’ ll come after you, Koreldy,” Elspyth whispered.
“Remember, it was you who pursued her.”

Hefdt suddenly dizzy. “1 shouldn’t have drunk that wine on top of the medicine,” he said, reaching to
Seady himsdlf on something.

Elspyth grabbed him. “Let’sget you someair,” she suggested, eager for him to be gone.

Asthey stepped outside beneath a darkening afternoon sky, Wyl’ sworld went painfully blank for the
second timein too few days. The club hit him so hard he did not even have time to react. . .did no