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Prologue

JILSEPONIE—PONY—SAT ON THE CRENELLATED ROOF OF THE ONE SQUAT TOWER of St. Precious Abbey in the great city of Palmaris, looking out over the snow-covered rooftops, her gaze drifting inevitably to the dark flowing waters of the Masur Delaval. A bitterly cold wind nipped at her, but Pony, deep in memories, hardly noticed the sting. All the region, the northwestern expanses of the kingdom of Honce-the-Bear, had experienced an early snow only a week before, winter coming on in full force, though the year had not seen the end of the tenth month.

By all estimations, the war against the demon Bestesbulzibar and its goblin, giant, and powrie minions had gone unexpectedly well, had been completed with minimal loss of human life and without a single major city burned to the ground. Now with winter, though, the aftereffects of that war were beginning to show, most notably the food shortages in villages whose supplies had been diverted to towns that had harbored the King’s soldiers. Rumors had come to Palmaris of uprisings in some of those villages against King Danube and against the Abellican Church, whose leader had surely acted in the interests of the demon. Other rumors spoke of several mysterious deaths along the coast of the Mantis Arm and of a group of fanatics threatening to break away from the Abellican Church while rejecting outright the notion of any church dedicated to Avelyn Desbris.

So the war had ended here in Palmaris, but it seemed to the grieving Pony as if the turmoil had only begun.

Or was it merely a continuing thing? she wondered. Was such travesty and turmoil, such unrest, merely a reflection of the human condition, an unending procession of one battle after another, of one cause of bitterness replacing another? The notion stung Pony deeply, for if that were the case, then what had they really accomplished? What had been bought by their sacrifice?

Why had Elbryan, her beloved husband, died?

Pony gave a helpless sigh at the futility of it all. She thought back to her early days, up in the wild Timberlands, in Dundalis, when she and Elbryan had grown up together, carefree. She remembered running down the wooded trails beside the boy, running particularly among the white caribou moss in the pine-filled valley north of their village. She remembered climbing the northern slope beside him one chilly night, looking up at the sky to see Corona’s Halo, the beautiful multicolored ring that encircled the world, the source, she had later come to learn, of the blessed magical gemstones that served as the power and focus of faith of the Abellican Church.

The next dawn, Pony and Elbryan had witnessed the return of their fathers and the other hunters. How clearly Pony now remembered that, running, full of excitement, full of anticipation, full of—

Horror. For suspended from a shoulder pole had hung a most curious and ugly little creature: a goblin. Never could Pony or Elbryan have foreseen that slain little brute as a harbinger of such doom. But soon after, the goblins had attacked in force, burning Dundalis to the ground, slaughtering everyone except Pony and Elbryan, the two of them somehow managing separately to elude the monsters, each not knowing that the other had survived.

And afterward Pony had wound up here, in Palmaris, bereft of memory and identity, adopted by Graevis and Pettibwa Chilichunk, patrons of the bustling tavern Fellowship Way.

Pony looked out across the quiet city now, in the direction where that establishment had stood. What wild turns fate had placed in her path: married to the favored nephew of the city’s Baron Bildeborough; the wedding annulled forthwith and Pony indentured in the King’s army; her ascension to the elite Coastpoint Guard and her appointment to Pireth Tulme; the coming of the powries and the fall of that fortress. It had all taken years, but to Pony now it seemed as if it had happened overnight. She could again feel the chill deep in her bones as she had escaped doomed Pireth Tulme, floating in the cold waters of the Gulf of Corona. Perhaps it was fate, perhaps mere chance, that had pulled her from those waters in the vicinity of Avelyn Desbris, the “mad friar” from St.-Mere-Abelle who was being hunted by the Church for the death of a master and the theft of many of the sacred magical gemstones. Avelyn had taken Pony back to Dundalis, and there she had been reunited with Elbryan, who had returned to the region after being trained as a ranger by the mysterious Touel’alfar.

What a dark road the three had walked from there: to Aida and the demon dactyl; back across the kingdom to St.-Mere-Abelle, where Pony’s adoptive parents had been imprisoned and had died; and then back again—a road that should have lightened, despite the grief, but that had only darkened more as the evil that was Bestesbulzibar, the demon dactyl, infected Father Abbot Markwart with a singular desire to do battle with Elbryan and Pony.

And so he had, in that same mansion where Pony had spent her wedding night with Connor Bildeborough, the mansion of horrors where Elbryan and Pony had waged the final fight against Markwart, and had won, though at the price of Elbryan’s life.

Now Pony wasn’t sure what they had won and what it had been worth. She recognized the almost circular nature of her long journey; but instead of drawing comfort from that, she felt restless and trapped.

“It is far too cold for you to be up here, I fear,” came a gentle voice behind her, the voice of Brother Braumin Herde, the leader of the band of monks who had followed Master Jojonah away from the Church, believing as they did in Avelyn’s goodness, one of the monks who had come to join Elbryan and Pony in their efforts against Markwart.

She turned to regard the handsome man. He was older than Pony by several years—in his early thirties—with black, woolly hair just starting to gray and a dark complexion made even more so by the fact that no matter how often he shaved his face, it was always shadowed by black hair.

“It is too unimportant for me to care,” she answered quietly. Pony looked back over the city as he walked up to lean on the wall beside her.

“Thinking of Elbryan?” he asked.

Pony smiled briefly, believing the answer to be obvious.

“Many are saddened,” Brother Braumin began—the same hollow words Pony had been hearing from so many for the last three months. She appreciated their efforts—of course she did!—but, in truth, she wished they would all leave her to her thoughts in private.

“The passage of time will heal …” Brother Braumin started to say, but when Pony fixed him with a skeptical glance, he let his words die away.

“Your pain is to be expected,” he tried again a moment later. “You must take solace and faith in God and in the good that came of your actions.”

Now Pony glared sternly at him, and the gentle monk retreated a step.

“Good?” she asked.

Braumin held up his hands as if he did not understand.

“They are fighting again, aren’t they?” Pony asked, looking back over the snowy city. “Or should I say that they are fighting still?”

“They?”

“The leaders of your Church,” Pony clarified, “and King Danube and his advisers. Fighting again, fighting always. It changes not at all.”

“If the Church is in turmoil, that is understandable, you must admit,” Braumin returned firmly. “We have lost our Father Abbot.”

“You lost him long before I killed him,” Pony interjected.

“True enough,” the monk admitted. “But still it came as a shock to so many who supported Dalebert Markwart to learn the truth: to learn that Bestesbulzibar—curse his name, the ultimate darkness—had so infiltrated our ranks as to pervert the Father Abbot himself.”

“And now he is gone and you are better off,” Pony remarked.

Brother Braumin didn’t immediately respond, and Pony understood that she wasn’t being fair to him. He was a friend, after all, who had done nothing but try to help her and Elbryan, and her sarcasm was certainly wounding him. She looked at him directly and started to say something but bit it back immediately. So be it, she decided, for she could not find generosity in her heart. Not yet.

“We are better off by far,” Braumin decided, turning the sarcasm back. “And better off we would be by far if Jilseponie would reconsider the offer.”

Pony was shaking her head before he completed the all-too-predictable request. Reconsider the offer. Always that. They wanted her to become the mother abbess of the Abellican Church, though nothing of the sort had ever been heard of in the long history of the patriarchal order. Brother Francis, Markwart’s staunchest follower, had suggested it, even while holding the dying Markwart in his arms, the demon burned from the Father Abbot’s body by the faith and strength of Pony and Elbryan. Francis had seen the truth during that terrible battle, and the truth of his terrible master. Pony had killed the demon that Markwart had become, and now several very influential monks were hinting that they wanted Pony to replace him.

Some of them were, at least. Pony didn’t delude herself into thinking that such a break with tradition as appointing a woman to head the Church—and a woman who had just killed the previous leader!—would be without its vehement opponents. The battles would be endless, and, to Pony’s way of thinking, perfectly pointless.

If that wasn’t complicated enough, another offer had come to her, one from King Danube himself, offering to name her Baroness of Palmaris, though she obviously had no qualifications for the position either, other than her newfound heroic reputation. Pony wasn’t blind to the reality of it: in the aftermath of the war both Church and Crown were jockeying for power. Whichever side could claim Jilseponie, companion of Elbryan the Nightbird, as friend, could claim to have promoted her to a position of power, would gain much in the battle for the hearts and loyalty of the common folk of Palmaris and the surrounding region.

Pony began to laugh quietly as she looked away from Brother Braumin, out over the snow-blanketed city. She loved the snow, especially when it fell deep from blustery skies, draping walls of white over the sides of buildings. Far from a hardship such weather seemed to Pony. Rather, she considered it a reprieve, an excuse to sit quietly by a blazing fire, accountable to no one and without responsibility. Also, because of the unexpectedly early storm, King Danube had been forced to delay his return to Ursal. If the weather did not cooperate, the king might have to wait out the winter in Palmaris, which took some of the pressure off Pony to either accept or reject his offer of the barony.

Though the weather had cooperated, Pony felt little reprieve. Once she had called this city home. But now, with so much pain associated with the place—the ruins of Fellowship Way, the loss of her adoptive family and her beloved Elbryan—no longer could she see any goodness here or recall any warm memories.

“If he retains the barony, Duke Kalas will battle St. Precious in every policy,” Brother Braumin remarked, drawing Pony from her thoughts. But only temporarily, for the mere mention of the forceful Duke, the temporary Baron of Palmaris, inevitably led her to consider the man’s residence, the very house in which her marriage to Connor Bildeborough had swiftly descended into chaos, the house wherein Markwart had taken Elbryan from her forever.

“How will we win those battles without heroic Jilseponie leading us?” Braumin dared ask. He draped his arm about Pony’s shoulders, and that brought, at last, a genuine smile to the woman’s beautiful face. “Or perhaps Jilseponie could take the King’s offer instead.…”

“Am I to be a figurehead, then?” she asked. “For you or for the Crown? A symbol that will allow Braumin and his friends to attain that which they desire?”

“Never that!” the monk replied, feigning horror; for it was obvious that he understood Pony was teasing him.

“I told Bradwarden and Roger Lockless that I would join them up in Dundalis,” Pony remarked; and, indeed, as she said it, she was thinking that traveling back to her first home might not be such a bad thing. Elbryan was buried up there, where it was … cleaner. Yes, that was a good word to describe it, Pony decided. Cleaner. More removed from the dirt of humankind’s endless bickering. Of course, she, too, was trapped here, and likely for the entire winter, for the road north was not an easy one this season.

She glanced over to see a disappointed Brother Braumin. She honestly liked the man and his eager cohorts, idealists all, who believed they would repair the Abellican Church, put it back on a righteous course by following the teachings of Avelyn. That last thought made Pony smile again: laughing inside but holding her mirth there because she did not want to seem to mock this man. Braumin and his friends hadn’t even known Avelyn—not the real Avelyn, not the man known as the mad friar. Braumin had joined the Abellican Order the year before Avelyn, God’s Year 815. Both Master Francis and Brother Marlboro Viscenti, Braumin’s closest friend, had come in with Avelyn’s class in the fall of God’s Year 816. But Avelyn and three others had been separated from the rest of their class as they had begun their all-important preparations for the journey to the Isle of Pimaninicuit. The only recollection Braumin, Viscenti, or Francis even had of Avelyn was on the day when the four chosen monks had sailed out of All Saints Bay, bound for the island where they would collect the sacred gemstones. Braumin had never seen Avelyn after he had run off from St.-Mere-Abelle, after he had become the mad friar, with his barroom brawling and his too-frequent drinking—and wouldn’t the canonization process of rowdy Avelyn Desbris be colorful indeed!

“Too cold up here,” Brother Braumin said again, tightening his grip on Pony’s shoulders, pulling her closer that she might share his warmth. “Pray come inside and sit by a fire. There is too much sickness spreading in the aftermath of war, and darker would the world be if Jilseponie took ill.”

Pony didn’t resist as he led her toward the tower door. Yes, she did like Brother Braumin and his cohorts, the group of monks who had risked everything to try to find the truth of the world after the turmoil stirred up by the defection of Avelyn Desbris and his theft of so many magical gemstones. It went deeper than liking, she recognized, watching the true concern on his gentle and youthful face, feeling the strong and eager spring in his energetic step. She envied him, because he was full of youth, much more so than she, though he was the older.

But Brother Braumin, Pony realized within her darkened perception, was possessed of something she could no longer claim.

Hope.

“Brennilee! Ye’ve not fed the chickens, ye silly lass!” Merry Cowsenfed called out the front door of her small house. “Oh, Brennilee, where’ve ye got yerself to, girl?” She shook her head and grumbled. Truly Brennilee, her youngest child, was the most troublesome seven-year-old Merry had ever heard of, always running across the rocky cliffs and the dunes below, sometimes daring the brutal tidewaters of Falidean Bay—which could bring twenty feet of water rushing across the muddy ground in a matter of a few running strides—in her endless quest for adventure and enjoyment.

And always, always, did Brennilee forget her chores before she went on her wild runs. Every morning, Merry Cowsenfed heard those chickens complaining, and every morning, the woman had to go to her door and call out.

“I’m here, Mum,” came a quiet voice behind her, a voice Merry hardly recognized as that of her spirited daughter.

“Ye missed yer breakfast,” Merry replied, turning, “and so’ve the chickens.”

“I’ll feed ’em,” Brennilee said quietly, too quietly. Merry Cowsenfed quickly closed the distance to her unexpectedly fragile-looking daughter and brought her palm up against Brennilee’s forehead, feeling for fever.

“Are ye all right, girl?” she asked, and then her eyes widened, for Brennilee was warm to the touch.

“I’m not feelin’ good, Mum,” the girl admitted.

“Come on, then. I’ll get ye to bed and get ye some soup to warm ye,” the woman said, taking Brennilee by the wrist.

“But the chickens …”

“The chickens’ll get theirs after ye’re warm in yer bed,” Merry Cowsenfed started to say, turning back with a wide, warm smile for her daughter.

Her smile evaporated when she saw on the little girl’s arm a rosy spot encircled by a white ring.

Merry Cowsenfed composed herself quickly for her daughter’s sake, and brought the arm up for closer inspection. “Did ye hurt yerself, then?” she asked the girl, and there was no mistaking the hopeful tone of her question.

“No,” Brennilee replied, and she moved her face closer, too, to see what was so interesting to her mother.

Merry studied the rosy spot for just a moment. “Ye go to bed now,” she instructed. “Ye pull only the one sheet over ye, so that ye’re not overheatin’ with the little fever ye got.”

“Am I going to get sicker?” Brennilee asked innocently.

Merry painted a smile on her face. “No, ye’ll be fine, me girl,” she lied, and she knew indeed how great a lie it was! “Now get ye to bed and I’ll be bringing ye yer soup.”

Brennilee smiled. As soon as she was out of the room, Merry Cowsenfed collapsed into a great sobbing ball of fear.

She’d have to get the Falidean town healer to come quickly and see the girl. She reminded herself repeatedly that she’d need a wiser person than she to confirm her suspicion, that it might be something altogether different: a spider bite or a bruise from one of the sharp rocks that Brennilee was forever scrambling across. It was too soon for such terror, Merry Cowsenfed told herself repeatedly.

Ring around the rosy.

It was an old song in Falidean town, as in most of the towns of Honce-the-Bear.

It was a song about the plague.
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Was the victory worth the cost?

It pains me even to speak those words aloud, and, in truth, the question seems to reflect a selfishness, an attitude disrespectful to the memory of all those who gave their lives battling the darkness that had come to Corona. If I wish Elbryan back alive—and Avelyn and so many others—am I diminishing their sacrifice? I was there with Elbryan, joined in spirit, bonded to stand united against the demon dactyl that had come to reside in the corporeal form of Father Abbot Markwart. I watched and felt Elbryan’s spirit diminish and dissipate into nothingness even as I witnessed the breaking of the blackness, the destruction of Bestesbulzibar.

And I felt, too, Elbryan’s willingness to make the sacrifice, his desire to see the battle through to the only acceptable conclusion, even though that victory, he knew, would take his life. He was a ranger, trained by the Touel’alfar, a servant and protector of mankind, and those tenets demanded of him responsibility and the greatest altruism.

And so he died contented, in the knowledge that he had lifted the blackness from the Church and the land.

All our lives together, since I had returned to Dundalis and found Elbryan, had been lives of willing sacrifice, of risk taking. How many battles did we fight, even though we might have avoided them? We walked to the heart of the dactyl, to Mount Aida in the Barbacan, though we truly believed that to be a hopeless road, though we fully expected that all of us would die, and likely in vain, in our attempt to battle an evil that seemed so very far beyond us. And yet we went. Willingly. With hope, and with the understanding that we had to do this thing, whatever the cost, for the betterment of the world.

It came full circle that day in Chasewind Manor, when finally, finally, we caught, not the physical manifestation of Bestesbulzibar, but rather the demon’s spirit, the very essence of evil. We won the day, shattering that evil.

But was the victory worth the cost?

I look back on the last few years of my life, and I cannot discount that question. I remember all the good people, all the great people, who passed from this world in the course of the journey that led me to this point, and, at times, it seems to me to be a great and worthless waste.

I know that I dishonor Elbryan and likely anger his ghost with these emotions, but they are very real.

We battled, we fought, we gave of ourselves all that we could and more. Most of all, though, it seems to me as if we’ve spent the bulk of time burying our dead. Even that cost, I had hoped, would prove worthwhile in those few shining moments after I awakened from my battle with the demon spirit, in the proclamations of Brother Francis, of Brother Braumin, and of the King himself that Elbryan had not died in vain, that the world, because of our actions, would be a better place. I dared to hope that my love’s sacrifice, that our sacrifice, would be enough, would turn the tide of humankind and better the world for all.

Is Honce-the-Bear better off for the fall of Markwart?

With sudden response, the answer seems obvious; in that shining moment of clarity and hope, the answer seemed obvious.

That moment, I fear, has passed. In the fog of confusion, in the shifting and shoving for personal gain, in the politics of court and Church, that moment of glory, of sadness, and of hope has diminished into bickering.

Like Elbryan’s spirit, it becomes something less than substantial and drifts away on unseen winds.

And I am left alone in Palmaris, watching the world descend into chaos. Demon inspired? Perhaps, or perhaps—and this is my greatest fear—this confusion is merely the nature of humankind, as eternal as the human spirit, an unending cycle of pain and sacrifice, a series of brilliant, twinkling hopes that fade as surely as do the stars at dawn. Did I, and Elbryan, bring the world through its darkness, or did we merely guide it safely through one long night, with another sure to follow?

That is my fear and my belief. When I sit and remember all those who gave their lives so that we could walk this road to its end, I fear that we have merely returned to the beginning of that same path.

In light of that understanding, I say with conviction that the victory was not worth the cost.

—JILSEPONIE WYNDON


Chapter 1
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The Show of Strength

THE MUD SUCKED AT HIS BOOTS AS HE WALKED ALONG THE NARROW, SMOKY CORRIDOR, a procession of armored soldiers in step behind him. The conditions were not to his liking—he didn’t want his “prisoners” growing obstinate, after all.

Around a bend in the tunnel the light increased and the air cleared, and before Duke Targon Bree Kalas loomed a wider and higher chamber, its one entrance securely barred. Kalas motioned to a soldier behind him, and the man hustled forward, fumbling with keys and hastily unlocking the cell door. Other soldiers tried to slip by, to enter the cell protectively before their leader, but Kalas slapped them back and strode in.

A score of dwarvish faces turned his way, the normally ruddy-complexioned powries seeming a bit paler after months imprisoned underground.

Kalas studied those faces carefully, noting the narrowing of eyes, a reflection, he knew, of seething hatred. It wasn’t that the powries hated him particularly, but rather that they merely hated any human.

Again, almost as one, the dwarves turned away from him, back to their conversations and myriad games they had invented to pass the tedious hours.

One of the soldiers began calling them to attention, but Duke Kalas cut him short and waved him and the others back. Then he stood by the door, calmly, patiently letting them come to him.

“Yach, it’s to wait all the damned day if we isn’t to spake with it,” one powrie said at last. The creature removed its red beret—a cap shining bright with the blood of its victims—and scratched its itchy, lice-filled hair, then replaced the cap and hopped up, striding to stand before the Duke.

“Ye comin’ down to see our partyin’?” the dwarf asked.

Kalas didn’t blink, staring at the powrie sternly. This dwarf, the leader, was always the sarcastic one, and he always seemed to need a reminder that he had been captured while waging war on the kingdom, that he and his wretched little fellows were alive only by the grace of Duke Kalas.

“Well?” the dwarf, Dalump Keedump by name, went on obstinately.

“I told you that I would require your services at the turn of the season,” Duke Kalas stated quietly.

“And we’re to be knowin’ that the season’s turned?” Keedump asked sarcastically. He turned to his fellows. “Are ye thinkin’ the sun to be ridin’ lower in the sky these days?” he asked with a wicked little laugh.

“Would you like to see the sun again?” Duke Kalas asked him in all seriousness.

Dalump Keedump eyed him long and hard. “Ye think ye’re to break us, then?” the dwarf asked. “We spent more time in a barrelboat, tighter and dirtier than this, ye fool.”

Kalas let a long moment slip past, staring at the dwarf, not daring to blink. Then he nodded slightly and turned, leaving the cell, pulling its door closed behind him as he returned to the muddy corridor with his soldiers. “Very well, then,” he said. “Perhaps I will return in a few days—the first face you will see, I assure you. Perhaps after you have murdered some of your companions for food, you will better hear my propositions.” And he walked away, as did his men, having every intention of carrying through with his threat.

He had gone several steps before Dalump called out to him. “Ye came all the way down here. Ye might as well be tellin’ us what ye gots in mind.”

Kalas smiled and moved back to the cell door. Now the other dwarves, suddenly interested in the conversation, crowded behind Dalump.

“Extra rations and more comfortable bedding,” the Duke teased.

“Yach, but ye said we’d be walkin’ free!” Dalump Keedump protested. “Or sailin’ free, on a boat back to our homes.”

“In time, my little friend, in time,” Kalas replied. “I am in need of an enemy, that I might show the rabble the strength of the Allhearts and thus bring them the security they desperately need. Assist me in this, and the arrangements will be made for your release soon enough.”

Another of the dwarves, his face a mask of frustration, rushed forward, shouldering past Dalump. “And if we doesn’t?” he asked angrily.

Duke Kalas’ fine sword was out in the blink of a powrie eye, its point snapping against the obstinate fellow’s throat, pressing firmly. “If you do not, then so be it,” Kalas said calmly, turning to eye Dalump directly as he spoke. “From our first meeting, I have been clear in my intentions and honest in our dealings. Choose your course, Dalump Keedump, and accept the consequences.”

The powrie leader glared at his upstart second.

“Fairly caught,” Duke Kalas reminded, rather poignantly, considering that his sword was still out and the statement was true enough. Dalump and his group had been fairly caught on the field of battle, as they had attacked this city. Duke Kalas was bound by no codes or rules in dealing with the powries. He could execute them openly and horribly in Palmaris’ largest square, or he could let them starve to death down here in the dungeons beneath Chasewind Manor, forgotten by all.

Dalump shifted his gaze back and forth between Kalas and the upstart powrie, his expression hinting that he wanted to choke them both—wanted to choke anybody or anything—just to relieve the mounting frustration accompanying this wretched situation. “Tell me yer stinkin’ plan,” he reluctantly agreed.

Duke Kalas nodded and smiled again.

Duke Kalas walked onto the rear balcony of Chasewind Manor early in the morning a few days later. The air was heavy with fog and drizzle, a perfectly miserable day, but one to Kalas’ liking. It had turned warmer again, though they still had more than a month before the winter solstice. The remnants of the previous blizzard, winter’s first blast, were fast melting, and the reports Kalas had received the day before indicated that grass was showing again on the windblown western fields.

That fact, plus the gathering storm clouds in the west threatening a second storm, had prompted the Duke’s action, and now, with the poor visibility, he could not have asked for a better morning. He heard the door open behind him, and he turned to see King Danube Brock Ursal step out to join him.

He was a few years older than his dear friend Kalas, and rounder in the middle, but his hair remained thick and black, and his beard, a new addition, showed no signs of graying.

“I hope to sail within the week,” Danube remarked. Kalas was not surprised, since Bretherford, Duke of the Mirianic and commander of the King’s navy, had indicated as much to him the previous evening.

“You will have favorable weather all the way back to Ursal,” Duke Kalas assured his beloved king, though he feared the decision to travel. If winter weather came on again with the fleet still in the northern waters of the Masur Delaval, the result could be catastrophic.

“So Bretherford believes,” said Danube. “In truth, I am more concerned about the situation I leave behind.”

Kalas looked at him, his expression wounded.

“Brother Braumin seems formidable and, to the common man, likable,” Danube elaborated. “And if the woman Jilseponie stands by him—along with Markwart’s former lackey Francis—then their appeal to the folk of Palmaris will be considerable. I remind you that Brother Francis endeared himself to the people in the last days of Markwart, when he served the city as bishop.”

Kalas could find little to dispute, for he and Danube had discussed the situation at length many times since the fall of Markwart and the hero, Elbryan, in this very house.

“Jilseponie has formally refused your offer, then?” Kalas asked.

“I will speak with her one last time,” King Danube replied, “but I doubt that she will comply. Old Je’howith has spent much time in St. Precious, and has indicated to me that the woman is truly broken and without ambition.”

The mere mention of Je’howith, the abbot of Ursal’s St. Honce and a close adviser to Danube, made Kalas narrow his eyes suspiciously. It was no secret among the court that Je’howith hated Jilseponie above all others. He had been Markwart’s man, and she and her dead lover had killed Markwart, had turned his secure little church world upside down. Je’howith had pushed King Danube to raise the woman to the position of baroness. With Pony in secular circles, answerable to the King, her influence on the Church would come from outside, far less dangerous, to Je’howith’s thinking, than from inside.

“Abbot Je’howith favors the appointment of Jilseponie as baroness,” Danube pointedly reminded Kalas.

“Abbot Je’howith would more favor her execution,” Kalas replied.

Danube gave a laugh at the irony. At one point, both Pony and Elbryan, imprisoned in St. Precious, had been slated for execution by Father Abbot Markwart.

Their conversation was interrupted by a tumult in the grand house behind them.

“Reports of a powrie force outside the western wall,” Duke Kalas explained with a wry grin.

“You play a dangerous game,” the King returned, then he nodded, for he did not disagree with the necessity of the ruse. “I will not go to the wall,” he decided, though he and Kalas had previously spoken of his attendance. “Thus will suspicions of any conspiracy be lessened.”

Duke Kalas paused, staring thoughtfully for a moment, then nodded in agreement.

The King’s other close adviser—but one who was unaware of Kalas’ strategem, a lady of the court named Constance Pemblebury—came through the balcony doors, her face flushed. “Bloody cap powries,” she said breathlessly. “There are reports that they are attacking the western gate!”

Kalas put on an alarmed expression. “I’ll rouse the Allhearts,” he said, and he rushed from the balcony.

Constance moved beside the King, who draped an arm casually about her and kissed her cheek. “Fear not, dear Constance,” he said. “Duke Kalas and his charges will more than meet the attack.”

Constance nodded and seemed to calm a bit. She knew the proud Allheart Brigade well, had seen their splendor on the field many times. Besides, how could she be afraid, up here on the balcony of the magnificent Chasewind Manor, in the arms of the man she adored?

She woke to the sounds of shouting, lifted her head from her pillow just as a brown-robed monk ran by her small room, crying, “Powries! Powries at the western gate!”

Pony’s eyes popped open and she scrambled out of her bed. Not much could rouse her from her grieving lethargy, but the cry “Powries,” those wretched and tough murderous dwarves, made her blood boil with rage. She was dressed and out the door in moments, rushing along the dim corridors of St. Precious, finally finding brothers Braumin Herde, Francis, Anders Castinagis, and Marlboro Viscenti gathered together in the nave of the abbey’s large chapel—the same chapel wherein Pony had married Connor Bildeborough all those years ago.

“Are they in the city?” she asked.

“We know not,” said Francis, seeming calm indeed.

Pony spent a long moment studying him. Once she had considered Francis a hated enemy, had watched Elbryan beat him senseless in the bowels of St.-Mere-Abelle, but what a change had come over the man since the revelations and subsequent fall of Father Abbot Markwart! Pony still held no love for him, but she had come to trust him somewhat.

“They are out beyond the west wall, so say the reports,” Brother Braumin put in. “Whether they have breached the city—”

“Or even whether or not those reports are accurate,” Brother Viscenti, a nervous little man with fast-thinning light brown hair and far too many twitches, quickly added. When Braumin looked at him hard, he continued. “The people remain nervous. Are such frantic reports to be believed out of hand?”

“True enough,” said Braumin. “But, still, we must assume that the report is accurate.”

Another group of monks hustled in then, the lead brother waving a bag in front of him.

Pony understood without even asking. They had brought gemstones—mostly hematite, likely, that any wounds might be magically tended.

“Out to the wall we go,” Brother Braumin said to her as the others started away. “Will you join us?”

Pony thought on it for just a moment. She wanted nothing to do with any battles, in truth, but neither could she ignore the responsibility laid before her. If there were powries outside Palmaris’ western gate, then likely there would be fighting, and any fighting against powries would mean wounded men. No one in all Corona could wield the gemstones as powerfully as Pony. Was there a wound she could not heal?

One, at least, she reminded herself, the one in her own heart.

She followed Brother Braumin out to the city’s western wall.

From an alley, Duke Kalas watched the bustle upon the western wall. “There!” one man cried, and the city guardsmen nearly fell over themselves trying to bring their bows to bear, letting fly a volley of arrows into the mist that likely hit nothing but grass.

They were frightened, Kalas recognized, scared nearly witless. The folk of Palmaris had been involved in more fighting than those of any other major city in Honce-the-Bear during the war, and their city guard had done themselves proud. But they had had their fill of it, Kalas knew, and no one who had ever battled powries wanted another fight with the rugged dwarves.

Unless, of course, they had made a previous agreement with the dwarves concerning how that battle would go.

More cries arose and more arrows flew out from the wall. Then a large group near the center of the crowd cried out and scrambled away, many leaping the ten feet from the parapet back to the ground.

A moment later came a thunderous report as something heavy slammed into the wall.

Kalas smiled; his gunners had spent the better part of the previous day lining up that catapult shot perfectly so that it would hit the wall but do no real damage.

In response, another volley of arrows went out from the wall into the mist, and then a series of howls, shouts, and the gravelly voices of the rugged powries came back at them.

Duke Kalas slipped back into the shadows as another group—Abellican monks and the woman Jilseponie—rushed to join those soldiers and commoners at the wall. The Duke observed their arrival with mixed feelings. He was glad that the monks had come, and especially thrilled that beautiful Jilseponie would witness this moment of his glory. But he was also trepidatious. Might Jilseponie take up a gemstone and lay low the powries?

With that disturbing thought in mind, Kalas rushed back to the other end of the alley and waved his arm, the signal to the trumpeters, then ran to his large pony, the lead To-gai-ru pinto in the line of fifty armored Allheart knights.

From nearly every rooftop in the area, it seemed, the trumpets blared, the rousing battle chorus of the mighty Allheart Brigade. All heads along the wall turned at the sound and at the ensuing thunder of pounding hooves.

“Throw wide the gates!” came a commanding cry. The city guardsmen rushed to pull wide the western gates, opening the path.

Out they went, bursting through the gate and onto the field, their silvery armor gleaming despite the dim light of the drizzly day. With practiced precision, they brought their powerful ponies into a wedge formation, Duke Kalas at the point.

The trumpet song continued a few moments longer, and then, as suddenly as it began, it ended. All on the wall hushed and gawked at the spectacle of the legendary Allheart Brigade. Even Pony, who had seen so much, could not miss the majesty of the moment, the King’s finest soldiers in their bright plate mail. Could any force in all the kingdom, in all the world, stand against them?

At that moment, to Pony, who had felled giants with strokes of magical lightning, who had witnessed Avelyn blasting away the top of a mountain with an amethyst, it didn’t seem so.

In a powerful swift motion, Duke Kalas brought his sword from its scabbard and raised it high into the air.

All was silent, the brief moment of calm before the battle.

From somewhere out in the mist, a powrie cursed.

The charge was on—the blare of trumpets, the thunder of horses, the clash of steel, and the cries of battle.

From the wall, Pony and the others couldn’t see much, just ghostly forms rushing to and fro in the fog. But then one group of powries burst out of the mist, charging for the wall. Before the archers could level their bows, before Pony could even take the offered graphite stone from Brother Braumin, Duke Kalas and a group of knights charged out behind the dwarves, trampling and slashing, disposing of them in mere seconds, then whirling their superb To-gai-ru ponies and thundering back across the field.

Some of those on the wall uttered a few prayers, but most remained hushed in disbelief, for never had they seen a band of tough powries so completely and easily overwhelmed.

Out in the mist, the sounds of battle began to recede, the powries obviously in flight, the Duke and his men giving chase.

The hundreds on or near Palmaris’ western wall broke out into cheers for the Duke, the new Baron of Palmaris.

“Pray they are not being baited,” Brother Francis remarked, an obvious fear given the ease of the rout.

Pony, standing quietly next to him, staring hard at the opaque veil that had kept so much from her eyes, didn’t fear that possibility. She simply had a sense that it was not so, that Kalas and his Allheart knights had not gone off into great danger.

Something about the whole battle hadn’t seemed … right.

She thought about taking up a hematite then, and spirit-walking across the field, through the veil of mist to watch the Duke’s moves more closely. But she dismissed the notion with a shake of her head.

“What is it?” the observant Brother Braumin asked.

“Nothing at all,” Pony replied, running her hand through her damp mop of thick blond hair. She continued to stare out at the mist, continued to listen to the cries of battle and dying powries, continued to feel that something here was not quite right. “Nothing at all.”

From a copse across the field, another set of eyes curiously watched the spectacle of battle. Bedraggled, wet, and miserable with a scraggly beard, his monk’s robes long ago tattered by inner demons, Marcalo De’Unnero could not understand how a substantial powrie force—and he figured any force that would go so boldly against Palmaris had to be substantial—had arrived on the field so suddenly without his noticing the approach. He had been here for several days, seeking food and shelter, trying to stay alive and stay sane. He had watched every movement of the few farmers who had dared to come back out from within the walls of their city, to sit buttoned down in their modest homes for the winter. He had spent long hours studying the graceful movements of the skittish animals.

Mostly De’Unnero had watched the animals, his primary prey. He could sense their moods now, could see the world as they did, and he had noted no unusual smell of fear in the air that any approaching army, especially one dragging machines as large as catapults, would likely provoke.

So where had the powries come from?

De’Unnero made his way back into the copse and through the trees, at last sighting the catapult—just a single war engine—and its crew, its human crew, in a small lea amid the trees. The gunners, as far as he had discerned, had lobbed but a single shot and appeared in no hurry to load and fire another.

“Clever Duke Kalas,” De’Unnero, the former brother justice, remarked, figuring out the ruse and the purpose behind it.

He hushed immediately, hearing the snap of a twig not so far away. Close enough for him to smell the blood.

“Yach, damned swordsman,” he heard a powrie grumble, then he spotted the bloody cap dwarf, trudging along a path.

Then De’Unnero spotted the gash on the dwarf’s shoulder, a bright line of blood crystal clear to him despite the fog. Yes, he saw it and smelled it, the sweet fragrance filling his nostrils, permeating his senses.

He felt the first convulsions of change an instant later, growled quietly against the sudden, sharp pains in his fingers and toes, and then in his jaw—the transformation of the jaw always hurt the most.

De’Unnero’s shoulders lurched forward suddenly as his spine twisted. He fell to all fours, but that was a more comfortable position anyway, as his hips rotated.

Now he was a cat, a great orange, black-striped tiger.

“Damned,” the approaching powrie cursed. “Said ’e wouldn’t hit me so hard!”

The last words vanished in the powrie’s throat as the dwarf came on guard, sensing suddenly that he was not alone. He started to turn back, but swung in a terrified rush as the brush rustled and the great cat leaped over him, bearing him to the ground with frightening speed and ease. The dwarf flailed wildly and tried to call out, but the cat paws were quicker and stronger, hooking leathery skin and forcing the powrie’s arms away. The powerful jaws clamped onto his throat.

A moment later, De’Unnero began his morning meal.

His keen senses soon discerned the sounds of others approaching—horsemen and cursing dwarves—so he bit into the dead powrie’s shoulder and dragged the meal away.

“Ye kilt them to death in battle!” Dalump Keedump accused, spitting with every word, waggling his stubby finger at Duke Kalas, who sat tall astride his brown-and-white To-gai-ru pony, seeming unconcerned.

“I told you that several might die,” Kalas replied.

“Too many!” grumbled another dwarf, the same one who had challenged Kalas in the dungeons of Chasewind Manor those days before. “Ye’re a lyin’ bastard dog.”

A single urging kick sent the Duke’s well-trained pony into a leap that brought him right by the powrie; and with a single fluid motion, Kalas, as fine a warrior as Honce-the-Bear had to offer, brought his shining sword out and swiped down, lopping off the powrie’s head.

“You think this a game?” the Duke cried at Dalump, at all the remaining powries. “Shall we cut you all down here and now and make our victory complete?”

Dalump Keedump, hardly frightened by the death of several of his kinfolk—in fact, a bit relieved that Kalas had finally disposed of the loudmouth—hooked his stubby thumbs under the edges of his sleeveless tunic and tilted his head, staring hard at the Duke. “I’m thinkin’ that our blood just bought us a boat fer home,” he said.

Duke Kalas calmed, stared long at the dwarf, and then nodded his head. “In the spring,” he agreed, “as soon as the weather permits. And you will be treated well until then, with warm blankets and extra food.”

“Keep yer blankets and get us some human women for warmin’,” Dalump pressed.

Kalas nearly gave the command to slaughter the rest of the powries then and there. He’d keep his word to let this group go free, back to their distant homeland, and he would make sure that they fared better in the dungeons over the winter, with more supplies. But if he ever saw a grubby powrie hand anywhere near a human woman, even a lowly peasant whore, he’d surely cut it off and then take the powrie’s head, as well.

“Drag them back in chains tonight,” he instructed one of his knights, “as quietly as possible. Tell any city guards that the captured dwarves will be interrogated and summarily executed, then put them back in their cell.”

Kalas spun his pony and started away, his closest commanders hurrying to get their mounts at his side. The Duke stopped, and turned back. “Count the dead and the living and scour the field,” he instructed. “Every powrie is to be accounted for.”

“Ye think we’d stay in yer miserable land any longer than we’re havin’ to?” Dalump Keedump asked, but Kalas simply ignored him.

His triumphant return into the city awaited.

They came out of the mist more gloriously than they had entered, the Duke and his men, and the grime and blood of battle only made their armor seem all the more brilliant.

Duke Kalas drew out his bloodstained sword and lifted it high into the air. “Honor in battle, victory to the King!” he cried, the motto of the mighty Allheart Brigade. Nearly every person on or near the western wall was cheering wildly, and most were crying.

Duke Kalas soaked it all in, reveling in the glory of the moment, in the triumph that would strengthen his, and thus, King Danube’s, grasp upon this fragile frontier city. He swept his gaze along the wall, taking in the relieved and appreciative expressions but then lingering on one figure who was neither crying nor cheering.

Still, Kalas was thrilled to see that beautiful and dangerous Jilseponie had witnessed his glorious moment.


Chapter 2
 [image: ]

Distant Voices

“WE MUST STAND UNITED ON THIS,” THE ALWAYS EXCITABLE BROTHER VISCENTI loudly insisted to Abbot Je’howith. “Would you prefer that King Danube insinuated himself into affairs of the Church?”

The way Brother Viscenti changed his inflection at the end of that question altered it from rhetorical to skeptical, even to sarcastic, a point not lost on brothers Francis and Braumin Herde, who were holding their own conversation a short distance away. All the important monks who were in Palmaris had gathered this morning in preparation for their final meeting with King Danube before his departure from the city. Braumin Herde and his trusted companions, Holan Dellman, Castinagis, and Viscenti, were there, along with Francis of St.-Mere-Abelle, Abbot Je’howith of St. Honce in Ursal, and a contingent of lower-ranking monks, the only remaining leaders of the home abbey of St. Precious, led by Brother Talumus, a young but eager man who had been instrumental in the momentous events of the previous months. All the Abellican Church owed a great debt to brave Brother Talumus, in the estimation of many, Braumin Herde included.

“You think of the King as an enemy,” Abbot Je’howith replied at length to Brother Viscenti. “That is a mistake, and possibly a very dangerous one.”

“Nay,” Brother Braumin remarked, coming over to intervene. Brother Viscenti would often lose his good sense in the throes of his agitation, and any ill-considered retorts at that time would not bode well. Abbot Je’howith, who had lived for so many years in Ursal, who had helped tutor young Danube Brock Ursal upon the man’s premature ascent to the throne, held the base of his power in the secular rulers of Honce-the-Bear. “Not as an enemy,” Braumin Herde continued, pointedly moving in front of Brother Viscenti, cutting him off from Je’howith. “But King Danube’s agenda is not our own. His is based in the worldly, while ours must ascend to the spiritual.”

“Pretty words,” Je’howith said with more than a little sarcasm.

“But true enough,” Master Francis was swift to respond, moving quickly to Braumin’s side.

Je’howith glared at the man; there was no love between them. Francis had been Markwart’s right hand. Markwart had even prematurely promoted him to master, and then to interim bishop of Palmaris, and then to the coveted position of abbot of St. Precious, though Francis had immediately resigned when Markwart died, after the revelations that the demon dactyl had been guiding the Father Abbot. But Je’howith, too, had been firmly in Markwart’s court, and that court could have remained strong even after the Father Abbot’s demise. Indeed, if Francis and Je’howith had stood unified then—with Elbryan the Nightbird dead in the other room and Jilseponie unconscious—both the abbots might have taken up the reins of power right where Markwart had left off, assuring Je’howith the position of Father Abbot. He would have groomed young Francis to take his place after his death, and he was not a young man. But, for some reason that Je’howith could not understand, Francis would not play the political game.

Indeed Francis, citing Markwart’s last words and drawing liberal inference from them, had called upon the Church to appoint Jilseponie Wyndon as mother abbess!

“King Danube would take us in a direction that best suited him,” the Abellican Church’s youngest master went on.

“And in these times of despair, when so many have died in the fighting, when food is short in so many reaches, and illness is rampant across the land, when so many are unsure in both their secular and spiritual concerns, would not a joining of Church and Crown be seen as a reassurance that they, the common folk, have not been abandoned?” Abbot Je’howith recited with a dramatic flourish. “Would not the show of a bond between beloved King Danube and the new leaders of the Church bring confidence and hope to the despairing kingdom?”

“And there will be such a bond,” Brother Braumin replied, “a partnership, but we will not be subjugated to the King of Honce-the-Bear. While our immediate goals of alleviating the ravages of war seem similar, our long-term aspirations remain very different.”

“Not so different,” Je’howith insisted.

Brother Braumin slowly shook his head, making it clear to Je’howith and all who were watching—and that included every monk in the room, by this time—that he was not going to surrender this crucial point.

Everyone in the room understood that if King Danube tried to insinuate himself into the Abellican Church now, it would be very difficult, given the lack of experienced and charismatic leadership, for the Church to hold him at bay.

“Father Abbot Markwart attempted such a joining,” Master Francis reminded them, referring to the fairly recent appointment of Marcalo De’Unnero as bishop of Palmaris, a title that conveyed the power of both Church leadership and secular control over the city. The city had been without a baron since beloved Rochefort Bildeborough had been murdered on the road to Ursal—and the subsequent evidence had implicated De’Unnero and his preferred use of the tiger’s paw gemstone as the killer—and Markwart had tried to take advantage of the emergency.

But that action had only prompted Danube to come north, with his army and his entourage, to protect his power base within the city.

“A complete disaster,” Francis went on. “And so it will be again if the King asserts his power and influence where they do not belong.”

Brother Braumin looked over at Francis and nodded solemnly. The two were not friends—far from it!—despite Francis’ apparent transformation since Markwart’s death, but Braumin did appreciate his support at this crucial time. All the Church could crumble around them, Braumin understood, if they did not act and choose wisely in the coming months.

Braumin looked back at Je’howith and saw clearly that the man could become a difficult enemy. Je’howith had spent decades securing his comforts and his power, and both owed more to King Danube than to the Abellican Order.

Braumin stared at Je’howith solemnly, then slightly nodded his head, indicating a quiet corner of the room where they might negotiate this disagreement less publicly.

She had a difficult time climbing out of bed that morning, as on almost every morning. By Braumin Herde’s estimation, the events of this day would be more critical than any powrie attack that ended short of the vicious dwarves conquering the whole of the kingdom. But to weary Jilseponie, it was just another in an endless, and futile, stream of meetings. Always they talked and organized, shifting the balances of power, but Pony had come to believe that in the overall scheme of things, in the history and the future of humanity and the world, all their little games would have very little impact.

So many people viewed everything as momentous and important, but was it really?

That question had haunted Pony since the death of Elbryan, had followed her every step, had stilled her tongue during those meetings when she knew the consensus was in error. In the end, what did it matter?

Even the war with the demon dactyl. They had gone to Aida and destroyed its physical manifestation, but that seemingly important and heroic deed, in which Avelyn and Tuntun the elf had given their lives, had only led to more misery. Father Abbot Markwart, who was fearful of his power base, was on the road to declaring Avelyn a heretic and had sent out brothers to murder him. In Markwart’s desperate search to find the new keepers of the stolen gemstones—Elbryan and Pony—he had gone after Pony’s adoptive family, killing her stepbrother, Grady, on the road, and imprisoning Graevis and Pettibwa in his dungeons, where they had died horribly.

That had only spurred more conflict that Pony had hoped would end it all. And so it had—for Markwart and Elbryan—but they were hardly cold in the ground before the bickering had begun anew, before new problems, grave problems according to Brother Braumin, had reared up to threaten the supposed fruits of all their sacrifices.

As she considered it all, Pony put her hand to her belly, to her womb, which the demon Markwart had so violated, taking her child from her, stilling the heartbeat that had found such rhythm with her own.

Now they were fighting again, and in her time of grieving, Pony could not bring herself to believe that it would ever end. Without that optimism, that flicker of hope, how could she leap out of bed with excitement to attend to another of the so-called important meetings?

She did manage to rise, wash, and dress, though, for the sake of brothers Braumin, Dellman, Castinagis, and Viscenti, who had stood strong beside her and Elbryan in their time of need, who had refused to turn against them despite their own imprisonment and the threat of torturous deaths at the hands of Markwart. She had to do it for Brother Romeo Mullahy, who had leaped from the blessed plateau at the Barbacan to his death rather than surrender to Markwart. She had to do it for Avelyn, for the Church he had envisioned—even though she was certain it would never come to fruition.

Her responsibilities enabled her to put one foot in front of the other along the corridors of St. Precious.

When she turned the last corner into the hallway that ran in front of the meeting room, she came upon another whose stride, markedly different from her own, was full of eagerness and strength.

“Greetings, Jilseponie,” Duke Kalas said, edging to walk close to her side. “I would have thought that you would have been inside with the brothers long before this, preparing for the King’s visit.”

“I have spoken with Brother Braumin many times,” Pony casually replied, her reference to Braumin only—and not the higher-ranking monks, particularly Abbot Je’howith—speaking volumes about her stance on the present issues.

Kalas remained quiet; the only sound in the corridor was the soft padding of Pony’s light shoes and the hard clacking of Kalas’ military boots.

Before they reached the door, the Duke strode ahead of her and then turned back so that she had to look at him. “A difficult fight on yesterday’s morn,” he said.

Pony chuckled at his abrupt subject change. “Not so, I would think,” she replied, “since so few were wounded.”

“A testament to the power of the Allheart Brigade,” the proud Kalas quickly added. “The powries were many and were eager for battle, but our precision formations and practiced coordination cut their ranks asunder and sent them running.”

Pony nodded despite her nagging suspicions. She had no hard proof, after all, to dispute the Duke’s words.

Kalas moved in front of her and forced her to stop abruptly. “I was pleased to see you on the wall when I rode back into Palmaris,” he said, staring at her intently. “It is good that you should witness such a spectacle as the Allheart Brigade in these troubled times, that you might gain confidence that we, you and I, are fighting the same enemies.”

It took all of Pony’s considerable composure not to laugh in the man’s face. He was making a play for her—oh, not for the present—for he, like everyone else, understood that she, less than four months widowed, was still grieving for Elbryan. No, Kalas was being far more subtle and polite. He was sowing seeds—she saw it so clearly. In truth, such occasions had become quite common. She was able to easily put aside her vanity and harbor no illusions that her beauty and charm were winning the hearts of the visiting nobles of Danube’s court. She knew she was a beautiful woman, but so were many of those who had followed the King and his court to Palmaris, courtesans well versed in the arts of seduction. Pony understood the truth behind Kalas’ words. She was an important figure now, with more potential for power within Church or State than any other woman in the kingdom, including Delenia, the abbess of St. Gwendolyn, the highest-ranking woman in the Abellican Church. Pony had been tentatively offered the highest position in the Order by several of the monks in Palmaris and certainly would have been given, at least, the Abbey of St. Precious as her own with a mere word. And she had been offered Palmaris by Danube, to serve him as its baroness.

If Pony was at all interested in this game of political intrigue, she could, in a matter of days, step into the thick of the highest levels of power.

Duke Kalas, a political animal if ever Pony had seen one, understood that, of course, and so he thought his charms well placed. Except that, to Pony, those charms themselves were the most lacking.

“If injured upon the field, I would have insisted on Jilseponie for my healer,” the Duke went on; and it was obvious that he thought he was paying her the highest compliment.

Again, Pony had to work hard not to laugh. She understood Duke Kalas very clearly. The man could have nearly any woman in the kingdom; he could snap his fingers or run them through his thick black mop of curly hair and bat those pretty dark eyelashes of his and have the ladies of Ursal’s court fainting on the floor. Pony knew that, and didn’t deny that the man was physically handsome, beautiful even.

But how that image faded next to her Elbryan! Kalas was like a magnificently painted landscape of majestic mountains, an image of beauty, but Elbryan’s beauty went far deeper. Elbryan had been those mountains—with the crisp, fresh air, the sounds, the sights, the smells, the exhilarating and real experience. Kalas was mere swagger, but Elbryan had been the substance; and this man, for all of his pride and puff, seemed a pale figure beside the ghost of Nightbird.

She recognized that she wasn’t keeping enough of her true feelings off her face when Duke Kalas stiffened and moved aside suddenly, clearing his throat.

Pony turned her head away from him, chewing her bottom lip, hoping that she had not done too much damage to Brother Braumin’s cause, and hoping that she would not burst out into mocking laughter.

“The King was delayed,” came a voice behind them, and they turned to see Lady Constance Pemblebury moving fast to catch up to them. The woman repeated her message, eyeing Pony directly as she spoke. Neither Pony nor Kalas missed Constance’s point: King Danube had been delayed because of her.

Pony rolled her eyes, fighting the feeling of mocking helplessness in the face of such abject stupidity. Constance—who, by all rumors, had been seducing King Danube for years—saw the attractive Pony, ten years her junior, as a threat and wanted to openly lay her claim to Danube.

How could Pony explain it to her? Could she grab the woman by the shoulders and shake her until her teeth rattled?

“He bids that we wait for him before entering the audience chamber,” Constance went on, shifting her gaze to Duke Kalas. “Of course, you may go,” she said dismissively to Pony, who chuckled, shook her head, and turned back for the door, acutely aware that Duke Kalas’ eyes were following her every step.

She had rebuffed the man, perhaps had even embarrassed and insulted him, but likely, she knew, he would take that as a challenge and would come after her all the more blatantly in the days ahead.

A man like Kalas always had something to prove.

“It was only a year ago since the last College of Abbots was convened,” Brother Braumin said to Abbot Je’howith when the two were alone at the side of the large audience hall. “How much the world has changed since then!”

Je’howith eyed the younger monk with suspicion. That last College of Abbots had been a disaster, of course, considering all that had occurred since then. Markwart had declared Master Jojonah a heretic and had used the King’s own soldiers—for some reason that even Je’howith had not understood and still did not understand—to have the doomed heretic dragged through the streets of St.-Mere-Abelle village and then burned at the stake. At that same College, Markwart had issued a formal declaration of Brother Avelyn as a heretic; and now, it seemed as if the Church might begin the process of canonizing the man!

Braumin read Je’howith’s expression correctly, and he gave a helpless chuckle to alleviate the tension. “We have learned much since then,” he said. “Hopefully, the Abellican Church can begin to mend the wounds it has opened.”

“By canonizing Avelyn Desbris?” Je’howith asked skeptically.

Braumin held up his hands. “In time, perhaps that process will find enough support to begin,” he said noncommittally, not wanting to start that fight now. “But before we begin to discuss any such action, before we even begin to determine who was correct—Father Abbot Markwart or Master Jojonah and Brother Avelyn—we must, by the King’s own command, put our present house in order.”

Je’howith’s skeptical glare returned tenfold. “You have long ago decided which of them chose the proper course,” he said accusingly.

“And it is a case I intend to make against you, and strongly, should you decide, after all that we have seen, to side with Markwart,” Brother Braumin admitted. “But, again, we have not the time, nor the folly, to begin such a battle at this hour.”

Je’howith backed off. “Agreed,” he said.

“And we must quickly convene a College of Abbots to elect a new Father Abbot,” Brother Braumin went on, “and to secure the position of abbot of St. Precious.”

“Why, Brother Braumin, you are not yet even a master. As an immaculate, you would likely be invited to a College of Abbots, though you would have no voice there. And yet you speak as if you personally intend to call one.”

“Master Francis will nominate me as abbot of St. Precious before King Danube this very day,” Braumin announced. “Brother Talumus and all from St. Precious will second that nomination.” He paused and looked at the old monk directly. “And Jilseponie, who has refused the post, will act as third.”

“Children leading children!” Je’howith retorted, raising his voice in ire. Braumin knew that the man’s anger was born of frustration, for, in truth, the old abbot would have little leverage in preventing the ascension of Brother Braumin. “And,” he sputtered, “that woman! Jilseponie! She is not of the Order! She will have no say in any of this!”

“She is of the Order, my friend,” Brother Braumin calmly replied. “Can you doubt her prowess with the gemstones, a clear sign that she is in God’s favor? Can you deny Father Abbot Markwart’s last words?”

“He was delirious,” Je’howith insisted. “He was near death. And, besides, he did not nominate Jilseponie—that was foolish Brother Francis’ doing.”

“It was the greatest moment of clarity our Father Abbot experienced since long before the last College of Abbots,” Braumin Herde replied. “Since before he sent Brother Justice to hunt and kill Brother Avelyn. Since before he abducted the poor Chilichunk family and let them rot in the dungeons of St.-Mere-Abelle. You know that my words are true and that they will ring powerfully to the other abbots and masters, many of whom had come to question Markwart long before the most recent revelations. Master Francis followed Markwart along that dark road, and he has returned to the light to tell the truth of it.”

Je’howith spent a long while digesting Braumin’s argument, seeking some flaw. “I will not oppose your ascension to the position of abbot,” he conceded.

Braumin’s smile was cut short as Je’howith pointed a long, thin finger at him. “But only if Bishop De’Unnero does not return.”

“He is discredited by his own actions even if he does,” Braumin argued. “We know that he stood with Markwart in the final battle.”

“We know little of his role,” Je’howith countered.

“He is implicated in the murder of Baron Bildeborough.”

“Hardly,” Je’howith scoffed. “He is implicated only in the eyes of those who so hated Markwart that they saw his treachery in every event. There has been no formal connection to the murder of the Baron, other than the fact that Bishop De’Unnero is known to be proficient with the tiger’s paw gemstone. Hardly damning evidence.”

“Then why has he run off?” asked Braumin.

“I will support your nomination if he does not return with some plausible reason why he should reassume the leadership of the abbey, as Father Abbot Markwart had determined,” Je’howith said resolutely. Brother Braumin, after a moment, nodded his concession.

From Je’howith’s posture, though, Braumin soon came to realize that there would be a price for that support. “What do you want?” the young monk asked bluntly.

“Two things,” Je’howith replied. “First, we will treat the memory of Father Abbot Markwart gently.”

Braumin’s expression was one of sheer incredulity, fast transforming into disgust.

“He was a great man,” Je’howith insisted.

“Who culminated his life’s work with murder,” Braumin retorted quietly, not wanting to draw anyone else into this particular phase of the discussion.

Je’howith shook his head. “You cannot understand,” he replied. “I’ll not argue concerning the final actions of Dalebert Markwart, but you cannot judge the whole of his life on an errant turn—”

“A wrong choice,” Braumin interjected.

Je’howith nodded, apparently conceding the point—but only for now, Braumin understood.

“By either definition, an errant turn in his life’s work,” Je’howith said. “And we would be in grave error to judge all he accomplished based on the failings of his last days.”

It was more than just “his last days,” Braumin knew, and the whole manner in which Je’howith was framing the discussion left a sour taste in the idealistic young monk’s mouth. “A man might lose sainthood over a single indiscretion,” he reminded him.

“I am not asking you to beatify Dalebert Markwart,” Je’howith replied.

“Then what?”

“Let us honor his memory as we have his predecessors’,” Je’howith explained, “as we have for every father abbot, save the few who led the Church far astray.”

“As did Markwart.”

Je’howith shook his head. “He was a man thrust into a difficult situation, a position complicated by war and by the actions of those two men you so dearly cherish. You may argue that he chose wrongly, but his reign as father abbot was not one marked by controversy and terror. Indeed, under the guidance of Father Abbot Dalebert Markwart, the Church attained great heights of power. Had there ever been such a cache of gemstones granted in the most recent stone showers?”

“Avelyn’s work,” Braumin dryly put in; but Je’howith hardly seemed to notice, so caught up was he in his mounting tirade.

“Under his leadership, we achieved the position of bishop of Palmaris. Though that did not end well, the mere fact that King Danube allowed such a maneuver speaks volumes for the Father Abbot’s diplomacy and influence.”

Braumin started to shake his head, but merely sighed instead. He did not want to allow any mercy into the discussions of the wretch Markwart; he wanted the Father Abbot condemned throughout history as the downfallen sinner that he had become. But there were practical considerations here. Je’howith might well prove an unconquerable obstacle to any tributes, canonization or otherwise, that Braumin and his companions tried to formalize for Avelyn or Jojonah. Braumin held no love for Je’howith—he considered the man a kindred spirit to Markwart—but he understood that Je’howith stood at a crossroads now, that the man could either become a dangerous enemy or, if Braumin managed to handle him properly, an inconsequential onlooker.

“And you should consider the emotions of the populace,” Je’howith went on. “They are nervous and hardly certain of whether good or evil triumphed in Chasewind Manor that fateful day.”

“Markwart had fallen long before that battle,” Braumin Herde stated flatly.

Je’howith nodded, his grin wry. “Perhaps, and perhaps the common folk will believe that. But do understand, my young friend, that Markwart was no enemy to the people of Palmaris.”

“De’Unnero …” Braumin Herde started to argue.

“Was not Bishop Francis,” Je’howith replied. “Yes, they hated De’Unnero, and they curse his name still, though I believe the man was misunderstood.”

Braumin Herde nearly choked.

“But they were not so badly disposed toward Francis.”

“Who speaks ill of Markwart,” Braumin put in.

“Not so,” Je’howith replied, “not publicly. No, Brother Braumin, the folk of Palmaris are nervous. They know the outcome of the battle at Chasewind Manor, but they do not know what that means. They hear the edicts of King Danube, proclaiming victory for all the folk, but they take in those words but tentatively, recognizing the truth of the rivalry between the two great men, Danube and Father Abbot Markwart.”

Braumin Herde shook his head as if to dismiss the notion, but Je’howith stared at him hard and paused there, allowing him time to let the words sink in. The old abbot had a significant point here, Braumin had to admit. When Pony had tried to assassinate Markwart the first time—and had, by all appearances, succeeded—there had been open weeping in the streets of Palmaris. Markwart had done well in his last days to win over the folk, had come to the city under flags of honor, with glorious trumpets blaring. He had reconciled, through Francis, with the merchants by compensating them for De’Unnero’s confiscation of their magical gemstones. He had taken on King Danube privately; the peasants knew little of that skirmish. Perhaps old Je’howith was indeed speaking wisely, the young monk had to concede. Perhaps treating Markwart’s memory with a bit of mercy would serve them all well in the coming days.

“What is your second demand?” Braumin asked.

Je’howith paused, a telling hesitation to perceptive Braumin. “There is a vacancy within the Church, obviously,” the old man began solemnly.

Braumin nodded for him to continue. Of course he knew what Je’howith might be hinting at, but he wasn’t about to make this any easier on the old wretch.

“Master Engress is dead,” Je’howith went on, “and while Father Abbot Markwart might have desired to see young Master Francis as his heir, it is obvious that such a thing cannot come to pass now. Never would so young and inexperienced a man be accepted as father abbot. Many do not even truly accept him as a master.”

“He would have been eligible for the title this coming spring,” Braumin replied. “His tenth year.”

“And you?” Je’howith asked, his tone offering to Braumin a trade-off of support. “A year ahead of Francis and not yet even a master. Have you enough years, Brother Braumin, to be elected as an abbot of an abbey as prominent and important as St. Precious?”

Braumin knew that Je’howith’s words of opposition against him and Francis would sound reasonable to any gathering of abbots and masters. If Je’howith was to claim that Markwart, delusional and ill, erred in promoting Francis prematurely, then how might Braumin and Francis, both attempting to discredit Markwart on just those grounds, make the opposite case? Despite that, Braumin remained steadfast and would not follow Je’howith to that which he apparently desired. “No,” he said simply. “You are asking me to support you in a bid for the title of father abbot, but that I cannot do.”

Je’howith’s eyes narrowed and his lips became very thin.

“Even Master Francis will not back you,” Braumin said bluntly. “And as he was deeply connected to the Father Abbot, as were you, his abandonment of your cause will ring loudly in the ears of the other electors.”

Braumin did not blink, matching the angry man’s stare. “It will not be you, Abbot Je’howith,” he said. “Never were you prepared for such a position, and your allegiance to the King in a time such as this—when the lines between Church and Crown have been so blurred, when the people have so turned against your former ally, Markwart—is not a desirable trait.”

For a long while, Je’howith seemed to Braumin to be composing a retort, perhaps even a tirade, but then there came a call that King Danube was in the building, and the news seemed to calm the old abbot dramatically. Braumin understood the change, for Je’howith had been put under great pressure by King Danube to put the Abellican house in order, a demand the King would not debate.

“Who then?” Je’howith asked sharply. “The woman?”

Braumin shrugged and wound up shaking his head. “If Jilseponie would accept the nomination …”

Je’howith began resolutely shaking his head.

“As your Father Abbot desired, by the interpretation of Master Francis,” Braumin pointedly added. “Then I, and Francis and many others, would back her with all our hearts.”

“I am not so sure that Brother Francis’ heart remains strong on this issue,” Je’howith said slyly.

“We could rally enough support without him,” Braumin insisted; though in truth, he didn’t believe his declaration. He knew that Francis was indeed leaning against Pony’s nomination now, and that without Francis—or even with him—selling the idea of a mother abbess at all, let alone someone not even formally affiliated with the Church, would be no easy task!

“And you would tear the Abellican Church apart,” Je’howith insisted.

“And better our Church of Avelyn might be for that!” Braumin snapped back. “But no, fear not, for Jilseponie has declined the offer. She will not be the next leader of the Abellican Church.”

“Who then?” Je’howith asked. “Does young Braumin reach so high?”

Indeed, Braumin had been considering that very thing, though while his closest friends, Castinagis and Viscenti, had thought it a wonderful notion, even Brother Francis had hesitated. Francis had been very blunt with Braumin, telling him that he was too young and far too inexperienced to be accepted by the other leaders, and far too naive to handle the realities of the politics that would accompany such a position.

If Je’howith had given him any hint of softening, though, Braumin might have continued to consider the try.

“You are not nearly ready,” Je’howith said, and Braumin recognized that the man was speaking sincerely. “Perhaps if you backed me and I was elected, I would consider taking you as my protégé.”

“No,” Braumin returned without hesitation. “It will not be you, Abbot Je’howith.”

Je’howith started to say something, but paused and sighed. “There is Abbot Olin of St. Bondabruce in Entel.”

Braumin bristled visibly, shaking his head.

“He will be a strong candidate,” Je’howith replied.

“His ways are more attuned to those of Behren than those of Honce-the-Bear,” Braumin pointed out; and it was true enough, and everyone in the Church knew it. Entel was Honce-the-Bear’s southernmost major city, on the coast in the northern foothills of the Belt-and-Buckle, a mountain range that separated the kingdom from Behren. Entel’s sister city was, in fact, Jacintha, Behren’s seat of power, located on the coast in the southern foothills of that same range, a short boat ride from Entel.

“Even so, if we, who have witnessed the drama of the last weeks, do not present a unified front, Abbot Olin will likely win the day,” Je’howith replied.

“But you—as I—do not think him a wise choice.”

Je’howith shrugged.

“There are many masters of St.-Mere-Abelle qualified in experience and in temperament,” Braumin suggested. He saw that Je’howith was obviously not enamored of the idea. “Fio Bou-raiy and Machuso.”

“Bou-raiy is not ready, and is too angry; and Machuso spends his days, every day, with peasants,” Je’howith said. “Better another—Agronguerre of St. Belfour, perhaps.”

Braumin had no answer; he hardly knew the abbot of that northernmost Honce-the-Bear abbey, St. Belfour in the wilds of the kingdom’s Vanguard region.

“Yes, Abbot Agronguerre would be a fine choice,” Je’howith said.

Braumin started to ask why, but he stopped short, recalling an image from the previous year’s College of Abbots, the only time he had ever seen Abbot Agronguerre of St. Belfour. The man had been sitting right beside Je’howith, chatting easily, as if the two were old friends.

Only then did Brother Braumin appreciate that Je’howith had led him to this point purposefully. Je’howith hadn’t held serious thoughts of becoming the next father abbot. Of course not, for his ties to the King were too great and many of the other abbots, involved in continual power struggles with regional dukes or barons, would outright oppose his ascent.

“There are other masters at St.-Mere-Abelle—” Braumin started.

“Who will not even attempt to gain the post if Brother Braumin and his friends, the very monks who witnessed the demise of Markwart, were to throw in their votes for an abbot of a different abbey,” Je’howith interrupted.

Brother Braumin chuckled at the absurdity of it all and admitted to himself that Francis had been correct in assessing that he, Braumin, was not yet ready for the politics of the position of father abbot.

“Go and ask Master Francis, if you wish,” Je’howith offered, “or any of your other friends who might know of Abbot Agronguerre. His reputation for fairness and gentility is without reproach. True, he is not a forceful man, not a firebrand, as was the younger Markwart, but perhaps the Church is in more need of stability now, of healing.”

Braumin nodded as Je’howith played it out, as he came to understand the man’s interest in Agronguerre. For Agronguerre would undoubtedly support Je’howith, would protect the abbot of St. Honce’s interests in the coming years. Agronguerre was abbot of St. Belfour, after all, in wild Vanguard, which was ruled by Prince Midalis, Danube Brock Ursal’s younger brother; and Braumin knew enough of that situation to recall that it was a tight bond in the northland, a friendly camaraderie between Church and Crown.

“He is a good man of sterling reputation,” Je’howith insisted, “and he is not a young man, not much younger than myself. Understand that I am asking you for our mutual benefit. Even without your backing, or that of Brother Francis, I could throw the College into turmoil by announcing my intent to try for the office. Perhaps I would not command the votes to win, but surely I could persuade many away from you—or whomever it is that you choose to back—enough so that either Abbot Olin or the Abbot Agronguerre would gain the position in any case.”

“Then why do you speak to me of it?” Braumin asked.

“Because I fear that Olin will take the post, and will try to strengthen the ties between the Abellican Church and the pagan yatol priests of Behren,” Je’howith replied.

And Olin would not look so kindly on Je’howith and his close ties to the King of Honce-the-Bear, Braumin thought.

“So allow the memory of Father Abbot Markwart its peace,” Je’howith said, “as it should have, given the man’s decades of honorable service to the Church.”

Braumin’s lack of retort was all the confirmation Je’howith seemed to need.

“And support me as I support Agronguerre,” the old abbot went on. “And when he dies, if you have proven yourself in the position of abbot of St. Precious—an appointment I will support—and if I am still alive, then I give you my word now that I will back your own ascent to that highest level, Brother Braumin.”

“I will learn what I can of Abbot Agronguerre,” Brother Braumin agreed, “and if he is all you say, then I agree to your choice.” He nodded and bowed slightly, then turned to go and join his friends.

“One thing you should know as well, Brother Braumin,” Je’howith remarked, turning the younger monk back around. “At last year’s College of Abbots, Abbot Agronguerre did not agree with Father Abbot Markwart’s damning decree against Master Jojonah. He even expressed his concerns to me that we might be too quick to condemn Brother Avelyn, given that we did not know the extent of the man’s actions in league with, or against, the demon dactyl.”

Braumin nodded again and began to consider that the meeting with Je’howith had gone much better than he could have ever hoped possible.

Pony saw the final exchange between Braumin and Je’howith, the latter surely no friend of hers! She had heard nothing of their discourse, though, and so she watched Brother Braumin closely as he turned and started away, noting the apparently satisfied spring in his stride, a gait that only increased when he spotted Pony and headed straight for her.

“Jousting with the enemy?” she asked.

“Trying to smooth the trail,” Braumin replied. “For surely it is filled with deep ruts since Jilseponie will not heed our call.”

Pony laughed at the man’s unrelenting pressure. They simply could not hold any conversation without Brother Braumin pushing at her to ally formally and openly with the Church, with the new Abellican Church that he and his companions had determined to bring into being. “If you believe that the road would become smoother and easier if I accepted your invitation to bid to become mother abbess, then you are a fool, Brother Braumin,” she replied.

“You have the deathbed blessing of a father abbot.”

“A fallen father abbot,” Pony reminded, “a man I brought to that deathbed.”

“One who found a moment of clarity and repentance in his last moments of life,” Braumin came back. “And that moment will be honored within a Church that espouses penitence.”

Pony chuckled again at the brother’s unrelenting idealism. Could he not see the fallacy of his own prediction, that the College of Abbots would become so enmeshed in attempts at personal gain that Markwart’s last statement, and Francis’ interpretation of it, would be viewed with skepticism or even dismissed outright?

But they had already been through this argument a dozen times at least, and Pony had no heart for it again. Nor the time, for a moment later, Duke Bretherford entered the room and announced the arrival of King Danube Brock Ursal.

Danube swept into the room, Constance and Kalas flanking him and a line of Allheart knights in shining armor behind them.

“My time is limited, for the tides will soon be favorable,” he said, motioning at the large oval table set for the gathering. As one, the monks and the nobles—and Pony, who still wasn’t sure exactly how she fit in or where she was supposed to sit—headed for their seats, then waited patiently and deferentially as King Danube took his own.

“Grace us with the blessing,” the King bade Abbot Je’howith, a slight against Braumin, Talumus, and particularly Francis that was not lost on Pony.

Je’howith gladly complied, calling for God’s blessings in these troubled times, for His guidance that His Church might put itself into proper order to erase the errors of the past year.

Pony listened carefully and marveled at how well the old man avoided specific judgments in his prayer, at how he gave no indication of who it was he thought had made those vague mistakes. Yes, Je’howith was a crafty one, she reminded herself. She—and, to her thinking, Braumin and the others would do well to follow her lead—didn’t trust him in the least.

“What are your plans?” King Danube asked immediately after the prayer was ended. He looked to Braumin as he spoke, but his bluntness had obviously caught the monk by surprise, and Braumin quickly turned to Francis for support.

“We will convene a College of Abbots as soon as it can be arranged, obviously,” Abbot Je’howith interjected, “perhaps in St. Precious rather than St.-Mere-Abelle. Yes, that might prove wise in these troubled times.”

The other monks around the table didn’t seem to agree at all. “The College is always held at St.-Mere-Abelle,” Brother Viscenti pointed out rather sharply.

“But, perhaps—” Je’howith started.

“We have not discussed the location,” Brother Braumin put in, “and now is not the time to announce any such change as you propose.”

Brother Viscenti started to respond again, as did Brother Francis, while Brother Talumus and some of his St. Precious entourage began talking excitedly about the possibilities of such an honor. But then suddenly King Danube slammed his fist on the table and leaped up from his seat.

“I have warned you!” he began. “All of you, to put your house in order. Can you not see the fear on the faces of the people you pretend to serve? Can you not understand that your foolish bickering will rip this kingdom apart, spiritually at least? Well, I shall have none of it!”

“Brother Braumin and I have come to agreement concerning the next father abbot,” announced Je’howith, obviously uncomfortable at the startling outburst and likely regretting his suggestion of a change of location for the College.

King Danube settled back into his seat, staring at Braumin for confirmation, as were many surprised Abellican monks.

“We have come to … an understanding,” Braumin began. “My choice, and Father Abbot Markwart’s—repentant Father Abbot Markwart’s—choice to lead our Church sits beside me,” he explained, patting Pony’s shoulder. “But, alas, Jilseponie will not heed our call at this time, and so Abbot Je’howith and I have found some common ground.”

“And will the rest of us be enlightened concerning that ground?” a scowling Master Francis put in.

“Of course,” Brother Braumin replied. “We made no decisions—such are not ours to make—but merely discussed the matter and tried to find some agreement, a proposal shaped between us that I might bring to my colleagues and Abbot Je’howith to his.”

Francis nodded, indicating that Braumin should go on.

“We must speak privately about this,” Braumin answered and turned to the King. “But the College of Abbots will succeed in its task of appointment, and of the correct appointment for the times. I assure you, your Majesty.”

“As we have come to agree on the new abbot of St. Precious,” Je’howith added, surprising everyone. “Master Francis, with great generosity and foresight, has abdicated the post, and plans to nominate …” He paused and motioned to Francis.

“I had th-thought that Brother Braumin,” Francis stuttered, obviously caught off his guard. “Once he has been formally proclaimed as master …”

“Yes,” they heard Brother Talumus say with enthusiasm.

“Immaculate Brother Braumin will become interim abbot of St. Precious within the week,” Abbot Je’howith insisted, “and we will formalize that appointment as soon as we have heard any assenting or dissenting arguments.”

King Danube looked at Braumin, and the monk shrugged. “If asked to serve, I would not refuse,” he said.

Danube nodded, apparently satisfied with that. He paused then and put his chin in his hand, his gaze drifting off to nowhere in particular. All the rest of the people around the table likewise quieted in deference to the King, and Pony understood then that Danube was in control here and that the brothers of the Abellican Church would do well to disturb him not at all. The less King Danube needed to turn his gaze toward the Church, the better the Church would survive.

Danube remained apparently distant for a long while—Pony got the distinct feeling that the man was testing the patience of those around him, waiting to see if anyone would dare to speak. Finally, he sat up straight and stared at Pony.

“And is your decision—or shall I call it your compromise?—Brother Braumin, that it will be a man or a woman who heads the Abellican Church?” Danube asked.

Pony, embarrassed as she was, didn’t turn away but met Danube’s stare.

“Unless Abbess Delenia of St. Gwendolyn makes a bid for the position of mother abbess, it will be a man,” Braumin answered.

“And Abbess Delenia would have no chance of assuming leadership of the Church, even should she so desire it,” a bristling Abbot Je’howith was quick to add.

The man’s tone made Pony glance his way, trying unsuccessfully to determine whether he was upset because of the mere suggestion that a woman might head the Church or because King Danube had asked the question of Brother Braumin instead of him.

“So you have refused the offer, then,” Danube said to her as she turned back to him. “The Abellican Church hands you one of the most powerful positions in all the world, and you turn it down?”

“Brother Braumin and others offered to sponsor me as a candidate for mother abbess,” Pony corrected, “but many others within the Church would have rejected such a proposal. It is a fight I choose not to wage, and the leadership of the Church is a position I do not feel that I have earned.”

“Well said,” said Je’howith, but Danube cut him short with an upraised hand.

“You underestimate your charisma, Jilseponie,” the King went on, “and your accomplishments and potential accomplishments. I doubt not at all that the Abellican Church would fare well under your guidance.”

Pony nodded her thanks for the somewhat surprising compliment.

“But perhaps Je’howith’s and the others’ loss might become my gain,” the King went on. “Since you have chosen to reject the offer of the Church, I ask again if I might somehow persuade you to accept the barony of Palmaris.”

Pony looked down and sighed. Everybody wanted her in his court. She understood the attention—she was a hero among the common folk now, and those common folk had been doing more than a little grumbling about the King, and especially about the Church, of late—but she could not believe how much faith these leaders were willing to place in her. “What would I know of ruling a city, my King?”

Danube burst out into laughter—too much so, it seemed to Pony and to several others who, she noticed, were glancing nervously around, particularly Duke Kalas and Constance Pemblebury, who were both scowling.

And when she thought about it, Pony wasn’t surprised. Kalas, after all, had hinted at some amorous feelings for her, and Constance was the King’s favorite. Had Danube’s exaggerated laughter just put Pony into the middle of some intrigue with those two?

She sighed and looked away, back at Brother Braumin, who was staring at her nervously.

Pony gave in and started laughing as well.

“So you agree that your statement was absurd?” Danube was quick to ask. “What would Jilseponie know of leadership indeed!”

“No, your Majesty,” Pony replied. “I laugh because I cannot believe …” She stopped and just shook her head helplessly. “I am not suited to be baroness, or for any other rank you wish to bestow upon me,” she said, “as I am not suited to be mother abbess of a Church whose policies and intricacies I hardly understand.”

“Nonsense,” Danube declared, but Pony was shaking her head even as he barked out the word. “Nobility runs in your blood,” the King went on, “if not in your lineage, and your ascent to the court of Honce-the-Bear would prove most beneficial.”

Still she shook her head.

The King stared at her long and hard then, another uncomfortable moment, and then he gave a helpless sigh. “I see that I shall not convince you—no, Jilseponie Wyndon, you are one of extraordinary character and determination.”

“Stubborn,” Brother Braumin dared to interject, breaking the tension.

Again the King laughed. “But in a manner suited to heroes,” he said. “A pity that you’ll not change your mind, and truly a loss for both of us, eh, Abbot Je’howith?”

“Indeed,” the old abbot said unconvincingly.

Pony continued to alternate her gaze between the King and his two secular advisers, and neither of them stopped staring at her for one moment.

“Palmaris will be in firm and fine control,” the King went on, addressing the whole of the gathering again. “Duke Kalas will stay on as ruler, for as long as he feels necessary. Also, because of the continuing hostilities outside of Palmaris’ wall with the powries, goblins, and even reports of giant bands roaming the region, he will keep half the Allheart knights. That should suffice to allow the folk of Palmaris some peace of mind.”

Pony glanced at Francis and Braumin and the other young monks, their distress showing her that they understood well the meaning of the King’s decision. Danube didn’t fear any goblins or powries or giants, for Palmaris’ garrison had proven itself time and again in the war against them. No, when the King spoke of potential enemies, he was subtly referring to those enemies Duke Kalas might face from within, particularly from St. Precious. The Allheart knights would make Chasewind Manor a veritable fortress and would strengthen Duke Kalas’ influence tremendously.

At first, Pony, too, was more than a little distressed by the news. Privately, at least, she found herself siding with Brother Braumin; she did believe in the man and his cause. That admission nearly made her speak up then, announcing that she had changed her mind and that she would accept an offer to join the Church, not for the position of mother abbess but as an adviser to Brother Braumin in his new position of abbot of St. Precious. Almost—but even as she considered the action, Pony thought of Elbryan and her lost child, thought of the futility of it all, the waste of effort to battle enemies that seemed to her, at that moment, eternal.

She kept silent; indeed, she turned inward through the rest of the meeting. No further surprises came forth, from either Danube or the monks, and their business was quickly concluded. Pony did note the glare that Constance Pemblebury bestowed on her as they were leaving the audience hall, a scowl that deepened tenfold when King Danube took Pony’s hand and kissed it, expressing his gratitude yet again for her actions and her sacrifice and proclaiming that Honce-the-Bear was a better place by far because of Jilseponie and Elbryan, Avelyn Desbris and the centaur, Bradwarden, Roger Lockless, and—to Pony’s and everyone else’s absolute surprise—because of the quiet working of the Touel’alfar.

And then Danube and that moment of gratitude were abruptly gone; the King, Constance Pemblebury, and Duke Bretherford rode forth to the docks and the waiting ships. The reality of the still-gloomy day settled over St. Precious.

A temporary moment of truce, Pony thought as she considered the King’s last words to her. A brief shining moment, unlasting in the gloom. Like all such moments.

Pony was on the roof of St. Precious’s highest tower again later that day. The spectacle over at the dock section—with the tall ships unfurling their sails, the crowds cheering, the trumpets blaring—did not hold her attention for long. Rather, she found herself looking north, beyond the city’s great wall, beyond the farmhouses and the rolling hills. Looking in her mind’s eye to Dundalis and her past—and perhaps, she thought seriously, her future.


Chapter 3
 [image: ]

Joined by War

THE ICY RAIN DRUMMED HEAVILY AGAINST THE BARE TREES, BLOWING IN SHEETS through the forest, soaking Prince Midalis and his army. They had hoped for snow, a great blizzard as so often blasted Vanguard, a storm gathering strength over the Gulf of Corona, drawing up the water and then dumping snow thigh deep throughout the region. But it was just rain this time: icy rain, and miserable to be sure, but nothing that would drive the goblin horde from their entrenched positions around the large, solitary stone structure, St. Belfour, on the small, bare hill amid the trees.

The cowls of their cloaks pulled as low as they could go, the young Prince and his closest adviser and confidant, Liam O’Blythe, the Earl of Tir-Mattias, made their cautious way to the rocky ridgeline that afforded them a view of the abbey and of the monstrous army firmly encamped about it.

“There’s two thousand o’ the skizzes if there’s a dozen,” Liam remarked, surveying the scene before them. He was a thin fellow, all gangly arms and legs, freckle faced with red hair and gray eyes, as was common among the Vanguardsmen. “They got us five to one, even countin’ that them monks’ll come out and give a hand.”

“A bolt of lightning would be better welcome,” Midalis replied with just a hint of the Vanguard brogue creeping into his Ursal court–trained diction. His crystal blue eyes peeked out from under the edge of the hood, sparkling brightly despite the dullness of the day. When he stood in a room with native Vanguardsmen, it was obvious that Midalis was not from the region. He was of medium height and build, but with a darker complexion and dark brown hair. Anyone who saw Midalis standing beside the older Danube would guess that they were brothers.

“If they got any o’ the magic left to ’em,” said Liam, and he pulled off his soaked hood and shook his unruly mop of red hair, running his hand through it to get it out of his eyes. “They ain’t tossed a bolt or a burst o’ fire out at the goblins in a fortnight.”

“They’ve got it left,” Midalis answered with confidence. “But they know that if they use their magic, they’ll just bring the goblins on in full against them. The goblins understand how much the monks have got to throw, and if those in the abbey grow weary from using their magic, they will find a difficult task in holding back the horde.”

Liam nodded, but his expression remained doubting and grim. “Well, they better have a bolt or two for throwin’ when we go against the horde, or we’ll be chased off or cut down.”

Prince Midalis did not doubt the man’s observations. Vanguard was having a much harder time in the aftermath of the war than the rest of Honce-the-Bear, because in Vanguard, the war wasn’t over. The minions of the demon dactyl had hit the region hard, both along the rocky coast and with a force marching across the land. South and west of the Gulf of Corona, the lands were cultivated, and much more heavily populated; and there, the King’s army had been able to push the hordes away. But here, where the land was much wilder, where forests predominated over farmland and the population of humans was measured in hundreds instead of tens of thousands, the powries and goblins had not so readily retreated. Always, Vanguard had been the roughest region of Honce-the-Bear, its forests full of huge brown bears and hunting cats, its northern border continually crossed by the warlike barbarian tribesmen of Alpinador. The folk of Vanguard had known goblins and powries as more than fireside tales to scare children long before the demon dactyl had awakened to remind the more civilized regions that such monsters did exist.

And though they were certainly outnumbered by their monstrous enemies in the region, the people of Vanguard knew how to fight such foes.

Still, this was a battle that Midalis did not want; this particular army of goblins was too large and too skilled, and the ground around St. Belfour of Tir-Mattias was too rugged for the Prince’s troops to fully utilize their greatest advantage: horses. Thus, Midalis had hoped the dark clouds they had seen gathering over the gulf would bring a killer blizzard, a storm that would weaken the goblins’ resolve to continue their siege.

“The weather won’t be holdin’ so warm much longer,” Liam remarked.

Midalis shook his head, his expression grim. “The monks haven’t got much longer,” he explained. “The goblins have held them in there for near to two months now, and with all the folk who came running before the horde, they’ve not the food to hold on.” He paused there and stood staring long and hard at the windswept rain slashing against the abbey’s stone walls and at the dozens and dozens of sputtering, smoking campfires of the goblin army encircling the place.

“Ye’re to go to him, ain’t ye?” Liam asked.

Midalis turned to regard him. “I see no choice,” he answered. “Abbot Agronguerre came to me last night, in my dreams, begging for our help. They’ve a day more of food, and then they’ll be going hungry. We cannot wait any longer.”

Liam’s expression showed that he was less than enthusiastic about the prospects.

“I’m no more happy about the possibilities than you,” Midalis said to him. “In another time, we’d be fighting the barbarian savages, and now I am asking them for help.”

“Help for the Abellican Church,” Liam reminded him, which only made the prospects darker still.

“Aye, there’s no friendship between the barbarians of Alpinador and the Church,” Midalis agreed; for indeed, the Church had made many forays into the wild northern kingdom, usually with disastrous results, particularly one not so distant memory of slaughter in a small town called Fuldebarrow. “But I’ve got to try, for the abbot and his brethren.”

“And I’ll try with ye, me Prince,” Liam said with a nod. “And all yer men’ll fight beside the demon hisself, if Prince Midalis’ naming him an ally!”

Midalis put his hand on Liam’s elbow, grateful, as always, for the unyielding loyalty of his hardy men and women. The folk of Vanguard had survived all the trials, the killer storms, and now the invasion, by standing united behind their beloved Prince Midalis, younger brother of King Danube Brock Ursal. And Midalis’ loyalty was no less heartfelt and intense. As Danube’s brother, he could have ruled whatever duchy he chose. He could have taken the Mantis Arm and its prosperous trade, or the Yorkey region between Ursal and Entel, with its gentle climate and rolling farmlands. He could have even been named Duke of Ursal, as was usual for a lone sibling prince, ruling the mighty city beside his brother in the luxury of Ursal’s bountiful court.

But Vanguard had held Midalis’ heart ever since his childhood, when his father had sailed with him into the Coastpoint Guard fortress of Pireth Vanguard on a trip to hunt the huge northern elk. Something about the nature of the place—untamed, seemingly unconquerable—had touched a spiritual chord within young Midalis, had shown him an alternative to the bustle and the dirt of the cities. His brother had been leery about letting Midalis come up to this wild land—would the nearly autonomous people accept him? Or might he meet with an “accident” on a hunting trip?

Those fears had been dispelled the moment Midalis had stepped off the boat onto the low dock of Pireth Vanguard, when a host of folk from all the neighboring communities had arrived to set out a huge feast of venison and fowl, with pipers playing tunes both melancholy and joyous all through the day, and all the young ladies of Vanguard taking turns dancing with their new Prince.

Truly, Midalis had found his home, and so when the minions of the demon dactyl had arrived in force, Midalis had not only called out the militia and sent a message to his brother for aid but he had personally led the Vanguard forces. Never could it be said of Prince Midalis that he sat on a horse in safety at the back of the battlefield, commanding his troops into action.

Thus, when the barbarian Andacanavar had come to Midalis’ camp that night a week before and Midalis had agreed to meet with him, other Vanguard men and women, traditional enemies of the barbarians, had deferred to the judgment of their heroic Prince without complaint.

Still, it was with great trepidation that Midalis and Liam made their quiet way over the forested hills to the field where Andacanavar and his fellows had set up camp. Might the huge barbarian have baited him, feigning friendship so that he could decapitate the Vanguard forces?

Midalis swallowed that distrust and forced himself to focus instead on poor Abbot Agronguerre and the other forty monks of St. Belfour and the three hundred commoners holed up within the abbey’s walls.

At the edge of the field, the pair were met by a trio of huge muscled men, the shortest of whom stood nearly half a foot taller than the nearly six-foot Midalis. Huge spears in hand, the barbarians walked right up before the horses of the visitors, one going to each horse and grabbing the reins just below the beasts’ mouths, pulling down forcefully.

“Which is Midalis?” the third of the group, standing back a couple of steps, asked.

The Prince reached up and pulled back his hood, shaking the wetness from his straight brown hair. “I am the Prince of Honce-the-Bear,” he said, noting that all three of the barbarians narrowed their eyes at the proclamation.

“Your leader bade me to come to him,” Midalis went on, “under a banner of alliance.”

The barbarian in the back nodded his head quickly to the side, indicating that the pair should dismount; then, while his two companions walked the horses away, he motioned Midalis and Liam to follow him.

“They should be unsaddled and brushed down,” Prince Midalis remarked.

The barbarian turned back on him skeptically.

“They’re not knowin’ much about horses,” Liam whispered to his companion. “The folk of Alpinador ain’t much for ridin’.”

“But we have eaten more than a few,” their huge escort promptly added. He looked at Liam and snickered, for Liam’s voice, like his frame, was quite delicate.

Midalis and Liam exchanged skeptical glances; this wasn’t going to be easy.

They were led to a large tent in the middle of the encampment. Both noticed that few eyes were upon them throughout the march, and when their escort pulled aside the flap, they understood why.

More than three hundred barbarian warriors—all tall and most with long flaxen hair, some with braids, others with ornamental jewelry tied in—filled the tent, hoisting great foaming mugs and making such a general ruckus that Midalis was amazed that he and Liam hadn’t heard them a mile away or that the goblins outside St. Belfour hadn’t taken note and sent scouts to investigate.

Or maybe they had, Midalis realized, when he looked to the side and saw a row of goblin heads staked out like macabre party decorations.

“Tunno bren-de prin!” their escort cried above the tumult in his native tongue, a rolling, bouncing language that the Vanguardsmen jokingly referred to as “bedongadongadonga.”

Almost immediately, the hall quieted, all eyes turning toward the two smaller men at the entrance. The Prince heard Liam swallow hard, and he shared that nervous sentiment completely. Though it was late fall, and cold, most of the barbarians were wearing sleeveless tunics, revealing their huge, muscled arms, as thick around as Midalis’ thigh.

The barbarian ranks slowly parted then as an older man, his face weathered by more than fifty winters, scooped up an extra pair of goblets and started to walk slowly across the tent. He was huge, his muscles taut despite his age; and though there were others his size or even larger, and though most of the men in the hall weren’t half his age, from his balanced gait and stern visage, from the obvious respect he commanded from everyone in the hall, Midalis understood that this man Andacanavar could best any two of the others, perhaps any three, in battle.

Without a word, without a blink, he strode toward the pair of visitors, but stopped some dozen paces away. He lifted his own flagon and drained it in one huge swallow, then took the other two, one in each hand, and came forward slowly, the rustling of his deerskin breeches the only sound in the hall—other than the heavy breathing of both Midalis and Liam.

Right before the pair, Andacanavar stopped again and slowly brought his arms out wide and high above his head.

And then he closed his eyes and howled, turning it to a roar, primal and feral and as frightening a sound as either of the Vanguardsmen had ever heard.

And all the others took it up with vigor, a deafening communal roar that shook the tent walls and sent shivers coursing down the spines of the two visitors.

Continuing to roar, Andacanavar now opened his eyes and winked to the two, a signal that Midalis did not miss. Up went the Prince’s arms, and he, too, loosed a tremendous bellow; and Liam, after an incredulous glance, did likewise, though his sounded more like a squeak. That only seemed to spur the barbarians on to greater heights, their shouts reaching a thunderous crescendo.

Andacanavar dropped his arms suddenly, foam flying everywhere, and all cut short their howls—except for Midalis and Liam, who didn’t understand the game and kept howling a few embarrassing moments longer. Both met the powerful gaze of Andacanavar, and the three stared at one another a few moments longer, before the imposing barbarian came forward and thrust the mugs into their hands, then reached back and called for another drink.

Liam started to bring the mead-filled mug to his lips, but Midalis, catching on, held him.

Then Andacanavar had a mug of his own, presenting it to the pair. “Ah, but we have a bunch of goblins to kill, now don’t we?” the barbarian ranger asked.

Midalis took a chance. He raised his mug above his head—even splashing some mead on Andacanavar, though the man hardly seemed to notice—and shouted, “To the death of the goblins!”

Andacanavar slapped his mug against Midalis’ and held it there, both men eyeing Liam, who quickly smacked his mug up there, too, while all the gathering took up the toast, “To the death of the goblins!”

Andacanavar drained his mug, as did Liam, for none in Honce-the-Bear could outdrink a born-and-bred Vanguardsman, and Midalis got his close enough to empty to call for more.

“Drink hearty, my friends,” said Andacanavar.

“But not too much so,” Midalis replied. “We’ve important business.”

Andacanavar nodded. “But my men are wishing to see the truth of you both,” he explained. “When you have taken enough of the mead, you will wag your tongues honestly, and let us see if we have a bond that can be forged.”

Midalis considered the words and glanced to his friend, and then both held their flagons out as younger barbarians, barely more than boys, rushed about with bulging waterskins, refilling each mug in turn.

“This is Bruinhelde, who leads Tol Hengor,” Andacanavar explained, holding his arm back and sweeping forward another imposing, stern-faced man, his blond hair tied with feathers and ornaments, his jaw square and strong. It occurred to Midalis that if he ever punched that jaw, he’d do more damage to his hand than to Bruinhelde’s face. His eyes were the typical Alpinadoran blue, burning with inner fires.

“Your closest neighbors, they are,” Andacanavar continued. “Far past the time for you two to meet as friends, I say.”

From the expression on Bruinhelde’s face, Midalis wasn’t sure that the man agreed with the ranger’s assessment. But the powerful barbarian leader did nod slightly and did present his flagon to Midalis for a clap of mugs. Liam started to add his, but Bruinhelde wilted him with a glare.

“Have we?” Midalis asked bluntly.

Bruinhelde looked at him curiously, then turned to Andacanavar.

“Met as friends,” Midalis clarified. “For so many years, our two peoples have had little contact, and rarely has that contact been on friendly terms.”

“And you place the blame for this on my people?” Bruinhelde, obviously an easily agitated fellow, roared in reply; and all the Alpinadoran warriors bristled, and poor Liam seemed as if he would simply melt away.

But Midalis kept his eyes firmly on the imposing Bruinhelde. “Blame?” he asked with a chuckle. “I would not presume to blame anyone—likely, there is enough of that to go around, and each of the disastrous meetings would have to be judged on its own circumstance. But, no,” he continued as Bruinhelde’s look softened somewhat, “I seek not to place blame, nor to take blame upon my own shoulders, but rather to accept that which has happened and hope to learn from it, that it never happens again. Good Bruinhelde, if the invasion by the minions of the demon dactyl brings a new understanding and alliance to our peoples, then there is a bright edge to the dark cloud. Far too long have we skirmished, to the detriment of both our peoples. Let this night of Hengorot”—Bruinhelde and the others were obviously caught off guard that Midalis knew their name for the mead hall celebration—“forge a new bond between us, one for benefit and common good.” As he finished, he held his mug aloft.

A long and uncomfortable moment slipped past, with Bruinhelde glancing once at Andacanavar, then fixing his stare on Midalis. Another moment slipped by, the mead hall perfectly silent, every man holding his breath waiting for Bruinhelde’s answer.

He clapped his flagon hard against Midalis’. “We could not have picked a better common foe than the smelly goblins!” He roared, and so, too, did every man in the hall, a thunderous battle cry, full of excitement, full of rage. The sheer enthusiasm and volume of that barbarian war cry weakened Liam’s knees, and when Prince Midalis looked at his companion he knew that Liam was thinking the same thing as he: they were glad that the Alpinadorans were on their side!

Though he had to go to rally his troops for the morning’s battle, Prince Midalis did not leave the mead hall early that night. Nor was he able to escape until after Bruinhelde had poured a dozen flagons of drink down his throat.

“I’m not sure we’re better with ’em as friends or enemies,” Liam remarked as the two made their way through the forest, each man as groggy and drunk as his companion. “Oh, but me head’s to hurt tomorrow, before any goblin even clunks me with its club.”

“They’ll all awaken with sore heads and tongues of cloth,” Midalis agreed. “Likely, it will only make them more fierce.”

The mere thought sent a shudder along Liam’s spine.

Midalis stopped then and stood with a curious expression upon his face.

“What’s it about, then?” Liam asked.

Midalis held his hand up, motioning for the man to wait. A sensation had washed over him, much like the night before, a silent, spiritual cry for help. Abbot Agronguerre, he knew, using the hematite gemstone to reach out to him. It was a subtle call, nothing distinct, an imparting of emotion, of need, and nothing more. Midalis concentrated with all his willpower, trying to reciprocate the call, hoping that Agronguerre, who was floating spiritually about him, would sense his reply. “In the morning,” he said aloud, for he was unsure of how the gemstone magic worked, unsure of whether the abbot could physically hear him in his spiritual form. “We will come on against the goblins in the morning.”

“As we already said,” a confused Liam answered, and again, Midalis held up his hand for the man to wait. But the sensation passed, the connection broke, and the Prince could only hope that his friend in the abbey had heard.

“It was Agronguerre,” he explained to Liam. “He came to me again.”

Liam held up his hands, seeming unnerved. “The magic again?” he asked, and Midalis nodded. “What’re ye thinkin’ our new barbarian friends’ll think o’ them monks and their magic?” he asked, for it was common knowledge among the Vanguardsmen that, while the monks considered the magical gemstones the gifts of God, the Alpinadorans mistrusted the powers completely, even spoke of the monkish magic as the work of Fennerloki, the god of their pantheon representing the powers of evil.

“We start the fightin’ and the monks loose a fireball from their stone walls, and then Bruinhelde and his boys turn against us and pull St. Belfour down around Agronguerre,” Liam reasoned.

Midalis blew a sigh as he considered the words, but then shook his head. “The ranger, Andacanavar, knows of the magic,” he explained. “And so Andacanavar will warn Bruinhelde and the others. They know that we march against goblins besieging the abbey, and yet they join with us anyway.”

“Andacanavar,” Liam echoed with obvious respect.

The Prince did not sleep at all the rest of that night. He had seen battle many times in the last months, but always against smaller groups of monsters and always upon a field of his own choosing. This time, he had a large portion of his total army with him, more than three hundred men, and all of the monks in Vanguard were bottled up in St. Belfour. If the goblins won this day, the results for the region would be devastating—it was possible that those remaining men and women here would have to retreat to Pireth Vanguard, perhaps even board the few ships there and sail south across the gulf, surrendering the region altogether.

With the dawn, all weariness left the Prince, and the surge of excitement he found in organizing his soldiers erased his sore head from the night before.

“None to be seen,” Liam O’Blythe reported a short while later. “Not a barbarian in the area, by what our scouts’re sayin’. Not even their campground.”

Midalis stared out into the forest. “Are they sure?”

“Can’t find them,” Liam confirmed sourly. “Might be that they changed their minds and went away.”

“Or that they’re preparing an attack from a concealed position,” Midalis said hopefully.

“And are we to wait?”

Midalis spent a long while considering that. Should he wait for Andacanavar and Bruinhelde? Or should he trust them, and begin the attack now, before the sun had climbed into the sky, as he and Andacanavar had discussed? He recalled Abbot Agronguerre’s spiritual plea and knew that those within the abbey were going hungry this day. He and his men had to go against the goblins soon or lose the abbey, but with so much at stake …

“We go,” he said firmly.

“We’ll be outmatched if Andacanavar—”

“We go,” Midalis said again. He flattened the parchment map of the region, which lay on the small table in his tent. Midalis had trained in tactics with the Allheart Brigade during his days in Ursal, had learned to recognize his strengths and his enemies’ weaknesses. He knew that his men could outfight goblins two to one—more than that if they could bring their horses into play. But the numbers today were far less favorable than that.

Midalis studied the map, focusing on the clear area around the abbey and on the rocky, forested hills to its west. At the least, he and his men had to get some supplies into the abbey.

The Prince nodded his head, settling on a plan. He called together all of his commanders, and within the hour, the Vanguard army was on the move.

“He heard yer call, did he?” the nervous young Brother Haney asked Agronguerre, joining the old abbot in St. Belfour’s bell tower, which afforded them a view of the area. The rain had stopped, the stars fading away as the eastern horizon began to lighten with the coming dawn, but the air had turned much colder, leaving an icy glaze on the grass and trees.

Abbot Agronguerre stared out past the goblin campfires. He understood the depth of the disaster here; they were out of food, already with growling bellies, and they needed Midalis to come on in force. But Agronguerre knew well the limits of the Prince’s army and knew that, even if Midalis attacked with every available soldier, the odds were against them. Even worse, Agronguerre couldn’t honestly answer Brother Haney, for he simply did not know.

“We must pray,” he replied, and he turned to regard the young man, barely into his twenties.

Brother Haney shook his head. “They must,” he insisted. “If they do not—”

“If they do not, then we shall find our way out of St. Belfour with the fall of night,” Agronguerre replied.

Brother Haney nodded, obviously taking some strength from the determination in Agronguerre’s voice.

But they both knew the truth of their desperate situation, both knew that this time, it seemed, the goblins had won.

“They’re keeping it quiet, then,” Liam O’Blythe remarked to Prince Midalis shortly before the dawn. They sat on their horses on the wooded trail behind St. Belfour, all the forest about them deathly silent. The scouts had just returned, though, with news that the goblins were beneath the shady boughs, in great numbers.

Midalis looked back over his line of riders, each horse sporting bulging saddlebags. They had to get to the abbey wall, at least, and heave the supplies in to the monks and common folk trapped within. And so they would, Midalis understood, but he knew, too, that getting back away from the abbey would prove no easy task.

“How long are ye planning to stay and fight?” Liam asked him, apparently reading his thoughts.

“We rush the northeastern corner,” Midalis explained, pointing in that direction. St. Belfour was situated with its northern wall near a wooded hillock. That hillock, unfortunately, was thick with goblins, but Midalis believed that he and his riders could get past them to reach the abbey. The other three sides of the rectangular stone structure faced open fields, thirty yards of cleared ground in every direction. Beyond those fields loomed more thick woodlands—thick with brush and trees and goblins. While the fields offered Midalis and his men the best advantage, using their horses to trample enemies and within easy magical support from the monks, he understood that they’d have a difficult time if a retreat became necessary, scrambling their ranks back into the thick brush helter-skelter, with goblins coming at them from every angle, separating them and pulling them down. The Vanguardsmen had survived the war by picking their battlefields carefully; this was one the Prince did not see as promising.

But they had to go, had to get the supplies to their starving kinsmen.

“The fight will come to us quickly, I believe,” Midalis remarked, “pursuit following our line and goblins rushing from the brush on all sides.”

“How many might them monks be killin’?”

Midalis shrugged; he knew not the extent of Abbot Agronguerre’s magical resources, though he understood that they would not be significant for long. “If we can get to the wall and away without a fight, then that is our best course,” the Prince said. Several men around him, grim-faced warriors thirsty for goblin blood, groaned. “Let winter break the siege—if the monks are supplied they might hold out until the first deep snows,” Midalis explained.

“Too many goblins,” Liam agreed, speaking to the others.

“Ah, but they’ll be on us afore we get near to the wall,” one man in the ranks behind remarked, and Midalis noted that there was indeed a hopeful tone to his voice. In truth, the Prince could not argue the assessment.

“Then we fight them as hard as we can, and for as long as we can,” he replied. “Our valor and the magic thrown from the abbey walls may scatter them quickly to the forest, where we can hunt the smaller bands down one by one and eliminate them.”

He spoke with conviction, but the seasoned men of his fighting force understood the truth of the situation, and so did Midalis. The goblins would indeed come at them, and hard, and the ugly little creatures wouldn’t be quick to retreat. Midalis and his men had one other gambit: The Prince had sent his archers around to the south with orders to hold their shots until the situation turned grim, then to concentrate their fire on the weakest section of the goblin line, hoping to give the riders a breakout route.

It was a plan of retreat and of loss, of salvage and surely not of victory.

“Comes the dawn,” Liam remarked, looking to the east, where the red curve of the sun was just beginning to peek above the horizon.

Midalis shared a grim look and a strong handshake with his dear friend, and he led on, slowly down the trail at first, but gaining speed with each loping stride.

In the bell tower of St. Belfour, Abbot Agronguerre breathed a profound sigh of relief when he heard the cries, “Riders to the south,” and turned to see the dark shapes moving along the path toward the back corner of the abbey.

“Catchers to the rear corner!” the old abbot cried to Brother Haney, and then he hustled, huffing and puffing, toward the front wall, for he knew that Midalis and his brave men would soon need his assistance.

He heard the cries and shrieks echoing through the forested hillock, heard his own men crying out, predictably, “Goblins!”

Abbot Agronguerre resisted the urge to rush toward the back wall and offer magical support there. Prince Midalis and his riders would simply have to outrun the pursuit!

Agronguerre was inside then, scrambling down the spiral stairs. He met Brother Haney on the lower landing, then they ran through the tunnel that brought them to the parapet along the front wall. Several monks were already there, as they had been ordered, holding gemstones—the few graphite stones within St. Belfour—and peering out, pointing to the thick forest beyond. Agronguerre joined their ranks and produced his own stones, serpentine and ruby, while Brother Haney did likewise, taking the most potent graphite stone of all the abbey’s inventory from his pouch.

Cheers arose inside the abbey courtyard behind them as Midalis and his men swooped past the rear corner, slowing only enough to toss saddlebags up to eager hands.

“Eyes ahead!” Brother Haney scolded another of the front wall contingent, as the errant monk turned to view the scene. “Keep watch on the forest, to the true enemy we know will come forth.”

“Goblin!” another monk at the wall yelled, pointing to the thicket across the field and to the right. The young brother lifted his hand and gemstone, as if preparing to loose a stroke of lightning, but Abbot Agronguerre quickly brought his hand to the younger man’s arm, bringing it down.

“Let them swoop out in full,” the abbot explained, understanding the limitations of their magic and knowing that they had to make use of the stones for emotional as much as physical effect. “When the goblins charge out in force, and before the battle is joined, we hit them quickly and hard. Let us see if they have the stomach for the fight.”

The lead riders came around the southeastern corner then, across the front of the abbey, with Prince Midalis and Liam O’Blythe leading the charge.

The Prince slowed enough to share a salute with Abbot Agronguerre and a smile.

And then the goblins came on—a hundred goblins, a thousand goblins—swarming from every shadow.

In a matter of a few seconds, Midalis understood the dire trouble. Goblins rushed from the south and west, ringing the field in deep ranks; and more goblins came behind them, charging down the hillock, blocking the trail and throwing spears at the trailing riders of the Prince’s line.

Then came the barrage, boom, boom, boom!, of lightning strokes flashing out from the abbey’s walls, dropping lines of goblins, and then another flash from Abbot Agronguerre, a line of fire spurting forth from his serpentine-shielded hand, to immolate the largest goblin as it barked orders to its ugly kin. Shrouded in fire, the creature’s commands became high-pitched squeals and it ran wildly, flapping its arms. The abbot wasted no time, shifting the flow of flames to engulf the next creature in line.

But for all the sudden shock—the fast-flashing, brutal, and thundering retort—very few goblins went down and stayed down. After the initial moment of terror, in which half the goblin force turned as if to flee, the creatures came to understand the truth—that a dozen well-placed archers could have done as much damage—and quickly tightened their ring.

Another report thundered out from the abbey walls as Midalis pulled his ranks into a tighter defensive formation, boom, boom, boom! as Agronguerre sent forth another line of flame, but again to minimal real damage.

And even Midalis noticed that those lightning bolts didn’t thunder quite as loudly.

The call came up that the last of his line, with goblins on their tails, had delivered their saddlebags, and the Prince and his men formed a tight wedge and charged into the closing goblin ranks. And from the abbey walls came another volley, this one of arrows and quarrels, and the goblins scattered before the charging horses.

And those goblins behind, trying to catch up, got hit from behind, as Midalis’ archers slipped over the back of the hillock, replacing the charging monsters.

“Break to the back!” came the cry, and the Prince swung the wedge around—swords slashing, spears stabbing, hooves trampling—thinking to flee back along the trail.

Or did they even have to flee? Prince Midalis wondered, for if they could destroy the goblin pursuit, opening the way back around the hillock, they could make a stand on the field, slaughtering many; and as long as they didn’t allow the goblins to flank them they could retreat if necessary.

Midalis brought his men back around the southeastern corner. Many of the goblins in pursuit, having a wall of horses suddenly turned back against them, skidded to a stop and whirled to retreat.

Right into a wall of arrows.

Cheers rent the air from Midalis’ men, the monks with their magic and bows joining in from the abbey walls. The goblin ranks along the eastern wall of St. Belfour quickly thinned.

And for a moment, just a moment, the Prince and his men thought the day was theirs.

A scream from atop the hill showed them the truth: another goblin force had swung around the back of the hill, pressing the archers. Now those men came running down, stumbling and sliding, some crashing headlong into trees or tearing through brush. Before Midalis could react, the crucial high ground was lost. Now he and his horsemen worked furiously to scatter those goblins who remained by the side of the abbey, so that the archers could join them.

More thunderous reports issued from in front, and those were followed by a host of screams and fierce goblin war cries. When Midalis glanced back over his shoulder at the abbey’s wall, he was dismayed, for many, many spears and arrows arced over the front wall or flew away into the air, a tremendous barrage.

The Prince turned his force yet again, spearheading the wedge, putting the infantry archers in the second line with a wall of horsemen behind, to fend off the goblins regrouping atop the northern hillock. They could not slip into the forest from this area, for too many enemies had come to the hillock, so around to the front of the abbey they went, hoping for some break in the goblin line.

And when they came around that corner, when they saw all the field before them thick with goblin masses, when they saw a hundred spears and arrows flying against the abbey walls for every one the monks could throw down, the Prince knew the grim truth. He thought of charging the abbey door, of calling for it to open that he and his men could seek refuge within.

But who, then, would break the siege? And would they even hold out through the morning from inside those stone walls?

“Fight on, for all our lives!” he cried. “For the lives of those in St. Belfour and for the memory of those who this morn will fall!”

The magic coming from the abbey showed weaker now, one lightning bolt hitting a goblin squarely in the chest and not even dropping the creature. That fact did not go unnoticed among the enemies, and the goblins, no ragtag band, howled and pressed even farther.

Midalis and his front riders plunged into the goblin line, swords slashing, spears piercing goblin chests. But the goblins swarmed around them in a rush as strong as the tide, filling every channel, every opening. One man was pulled down from his mount, a host of ugly creatures falling over him, slashing and stabbing; another had his horse slashed out from under him and died before he even hit the ground.

The archers in the second rank kept firing their bows, most behind at the pursuit from the hillock; but within moments, they, too, found themselves hard-pressed, with many using their bows as clubs, smashing goblin heads.

On the field, Prince Midalis knew it; on the wall, Abbot Agronguerre, his magical energy expended, knew it. St. Belfour was doomed. The Prince of Honce-the-Bear was doomed. The Vanguard army would soon be shattered and the region would know only blackness.

Another mountain of shadow flowed through the forest, another legion of goblins, the Prince assumed, and he could only wonder in blank amazement at how many had come to destroy his homeland.

Out of the trees came the forms, screaming and howling, a primal, feral cry that sent shivers through the spines of all who heard it, that froze the battle for a long, horrifying moment.

Wearing browns and greens that rendered them practically invisible, the barbarian horde swarmed onto the field. The front line came on fast but stopped almost as one, pivoting, then launching heavy stones from the ends of swinging chains into the closest goblin ranks, opening holes, knocking monsters back into their wicked kin.

Again came that unified war cry, drowning all other sounds, bringing shivers to the goblins and hope to Midalis and his valiant men. And through the ranks of the hammer throwers stormed Andacanavar, his mighty claymore cleaving down goblins three at a swing. Like a gigantic wedge, the hardy Alpinadoran barbarians of Tol Hengor drove on.

“Fight on!” Midalis cried, but this time, hope replaced resignation. Now for the first time, the goblins seemed unnerved. The Prince seized the moment to pull his cavalry back together, to begin the determined march that would get his vulnerable archers to the abbey’s front gate.

He signaled to Agronguerre on the wall, and took hope that the wise old man would understand his intent and begin calling to his monks to secure the portal.

With sheer determination, Midalis got there, the horsemen shielding the running archers from monstrous goblin spears, the monks pulling wide the doors and battling those few goblins nearby until the archers could get inside.

The battle threatened to disintegrate into chaos again, except that the barbarians, the great warriors of the north, followed Andacanavar with fanatical bravery, keeping fast their lines of defense as the mighty ranger plowed on. Midalis and his horsemen would have been overwhelmed right there at the wall, goblins coming at them from every angle, but then the ranger broke through, his elven-forged claymore cutting a goblin in half at the waist right as the Prince raised his own sword to strike at the creature.

Before Midalis could begin to thank Andacanavar, he stabbed his sword into the ground before him and gave a howl, lifting his arms above his head and putting his fingertips together, his arms mirroring the barbarians’ wedge formation. Then Andacanavar slid the fingers of his right hand down to his left elbow, and the right line of the formation followed the command, turning with practiced efficiency, so that Andacanavar was now the trailing man on the new right flank, and Bruinhelde, the man who had taken the rear position on the initial left flank, was now the spearhead.

Prince Midalis understood the beautiful maneuver, the brilliant pivot, and knew the role that his men must now play. He swung away from the mighty ranger, charging his horse along his ranks, then, when he reached the midpoint, breaking out onto the field, his men flowing behind him, left flank and right.

And by then, the rescued archers had gained the abbey’s parapets and their bows began to sing anew, leading the Prince’s charge.

From the wall of St. Belfour, Abbot Agronguerre watched with tears welling in his gentle eyes. He had been in Vanguard for three decades and knew well its history—knew of the massacre at Fuldebarrow, where his Church had tried to establish a monastery. He knew of the many skirmishes between the men of Honce-the-Bear and the hardy Alpinadorans, knew the prejudice that lingered on both sides of the border.

But now, apparently, both the men and women of Honce-the-Bear and of Alpinador had found a common enemy too great to be ignored; and if this enemy, these minions of the demon dactyl, could bring these peoples together—could get the Alpinadoran barbarians to fight for the sake of St. Belfour of the Abellican Church!—then perhaps the light had begun to shine through the darkness.

The old abbot could hardly believe it, and the emotions of the moment lent him new strength. He took the graphite from Brother Haney, lifted his hand, and let fly the most powerful lightning stroke of the morning, a searing blast that blew aside a score of goblin spearthrowers, the monsters dying with their weapons still in hand.

“Ring the bells!” the invigorated old abbot cried, and he let fly another thunderous bolt. “To arms! To arms!”

The tide had turned, the appearance of the powerful Alpinadorans lending strength and courage to the besieged men of Honce-the-Bear and shattering the previous discipline of the goblin attackers. As many monsters turned and fled as remained to do battle, and those that did remain caught arrows from above or lightning from the abbot, or they were trampled down by horses and barbarians alike.

Within a matter of minutes, the only goblins that remained alive on the field were on the ground and squirming in agony. Some begged for mercy, but they would find none, neither from Midalis and his men nor from the fierce barbarians.

The day was won, the siege broken, the goblin army scattered and running, and Prince Midalis trotted his mount across the field to meet with Andacanavar and Bruinhelde, each with their respective forces lining up behind them.

“A great debt we owe you this day,” the Prince graciously offered.

Andacanavar looked to Bruinhelde, but the stoic chieftain did not reply to the Prince in kind, nor did he offer any hint of where his heart might be. He did glance up at the abbey wall, though, his face stern and set, and Midalis followed that gaze to the reciprocal look of Abbot Agronguerre.

The abbey doors had opened again, and monks were fast exiting, many carrying bandages, some with soul stones in hand. Their line bent to the right, Midalis noted with distress, toward the wounded warriors of Vanguard, and not at all to the left, where lay the wounded Alpinadorans.

The day was not yet won.


Chapter 4
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Harsh Reality

WINTER HAD FOUND THE MOUNTAIN PASSES WEST OF HONCE-THE-BEAR, WITH snow falling deep about the elven valley of Andur’Blough Inninness, strong winds piling it up into towering drifts. That hardly proved a hindrance to Belli’mar Juraviel, though, the nimble elf skipping across the white blanket, leaving barely a trace of his passing. For the Touel’alfar of Corona did not battle the moods of nature, as did the humans. Rather, they adapted their ways to fit the seasons outside their protected valley, and they reveled in each season in turn: a dance of rebirth each spring, of excitement and play in the lazy summer heat, of harvest and preparation in the autumn, and of respite in the winter. To the Touel’alfar, the harshest winter blizzard was a time of snow sculpting and snow-throwing games, or a time to huddle by the fire.

Prepared, always prepared.

This blizzard had been just that type, with stinging, blowing snow; and though it had abated greatly, the snow was still falling when Juraviel left the cloudy cover of the sheltered elven valley.

But, despite the storm, he had to get out, to be alone with his frustrations. Again Lady Dasslerond had refused his request to parent the young child of Elbryan and Jilseponie, the babe the lady had taken from Pony on the field outside Palmaris, when Markwart had overwhelmed the woman and left her near death. In the ensuing months, Lady Dasslerond had kept Juraviel very busy, had sent him running errand after errand; and while he had suspected that she was purposefully keeping him away from the babe, he could not be certain.

Until that very morning, when he had asked her directly, and she had refused him directly.

So Juraviel had run out of the valley, up onto the slopes, to be alone with his thoughts and his anger, to let the quiet snow calm his frustration.

He skittered up one drift, using the piled snow as a ladder to get him to the tip of a rocky overhang, and there, in the wind, he sat for a long, long while, remembering Elbryan and Pony, remembering Tuntun, his dear elven friend who had given her life in the assault on Mount Aida and the demon dactyl.

Gradually, like the storm, his angry energy flowed out, and he was sitting quite comfortably when he saw another form rise out of the low clouds of Andur’Blough Inninness. He looked on curiously for a few moments, thinking that another of the Touel’alfar had decided to come out to enjoy the storm or to see if it had completely abated yet or perhaps to check on Juraviel’s well-being. But when the new-come elf turned his way, stared at him from under the cowl of the low-pulled hood, Belli’mar Juraviel recognized those eyes and that face and was surprised—indeed, stunned—to discover that Lady Dasslerond herself had come out to find him.

He started to move down to her, but she motioned for him to stay and scampered up the snowbank at least as easily as he had, taking a seat on the stone beside him.

“You were correct in your guess,” she informed him. “Tien-Bryselle returned this morning with information concerning Tempest and Hawkwing.”

Juraviel breathed a sigh of sincere relief. Tempest and Hawkwing had been the weapons of Elbryan. The elven sword Tempest had been forged for the ranger’s uncle Mather and won by Elbryan in honest duel with the dead man’s spirit; and Hawkwing had been crafted by Juraviel’s own father specifically for Elbryan the Nightbird. Both weapons had been lost when Elbryan had been captured by Father Abbot Markwart. Juraviel, convinced that they were in St. Precious in Palmaris, had tried to find them.

But then had come the confrontation between Elbryan and Markwart in Chasewind Manor, a battle that the elf could not ignore, and Juraviel had run out of time. Thus had Dasslerond sent another to find the weapons, following a report that they had gone with Elbryan back to Dundalis, his final resting place.

“Bradwarden confirmed their location,” she explained, “and took Tien-Bryselle to them.”

“He is a fine friend,” Juraviel remarked.

Lady Dasslerond nodded. “A fine friend who came through the trials of the demon dactyl, and who came through the responsibilities of calling himself elf-friend.”

Juraviel narrowed his eyes, easily catching the not-so-flattering reference to both Elbryan and Jilseponie. Lady Dasslerond had not been pleased to learn that Elbryan had taught Jilseponie the elven sword dance, bi’nelle dasada, nor had she been happy with many of Jilseponie’s choices during the final days of conflict with Father Abbot Markwart.

“But we are glad to know that the weapons are safe,” she quickly added—for his benefit, Juraviel knew, “guarded by the spirits of two rangers. Perhaps they will belong to yel’delen one day.”

Yel’delen, Juraviel echoed in his mind, so poignantly reminded that Lady Dasslerond had not even yet named the baby; for in the elvish tongue, yel’delen meant simply “the child.”

“Jilseponie did not fight the return of the weapons,” Juraviel dared to remark.

“She is in Palmaris still, and likely knew nothing of their return to the north,” she answered, “nor that we went to find them.”

Juraviel looked at her curiously, hardly agreeing with her first claim. If Tempest and Hawkwing left Palmaris with Elbryan’s caisson, then they did so on the instructions of Jilseponie. “But she would not have fought the interment of the elven weapons even if she had known,” Juraviel insisted, “nor would she argue if we decided to take them back.”

Dasslerond shrugged, apparently not prepared to argue the point.

“You underestimate her,” Juraviel went on boldly, “as you have from the very first.”

“I judged her by her own actions,” the lady of Caer’alfar replied firmly. She shook her head and chuckled. “You cloud your memories with friendship, yet you know that your friend will be cold in the ground centuries before your time has passed.”

“Am I not to befriend those of like heart?”

“The humans have their place,” Dasslerond said somewhat coldly. “To elevate them beyond that is a dangerous mistake, Belli’mar Juraviel. You know that well.”

Juraviel looked away, feeling the tears beginning to rim his golden eyes. “And is that why?” he asked, and then he blinked away the tears completely, replacing them with resolve, and looked at her squarely. “Is that why you deny me the child?”

Dasslerond didn’t blink, nor did she shrink back an inch. “This child is different,” she said. “He will carry the weapons of Nightbird and Mather, the Touel’alfar weapons of a true ranger.”

“And a glorious day it will be,” Juraviel put in.

“Indeed,” she agreed, “even more so than you understand. The child will become the purest of rangers, trained from birth to our ways. He will hold no allegiance to the humans, will be human in appearance only.”

Juraviel considered the words and her determined tone very carefully for a long moment. “But is not the true power of the ranger the joining of the best that is human and elven?” he asked, thinking that his beloved Lady Dasslerond might be missing a very important point here.

“So it has been,” she replied, “but always I have understood that it is the joining of the elven way with the human physical form and the impatience that is human. This child will have physical strength beyond that of even its father, a strength fostered by the trials we shall place upon him and the health that is Andur’Blough Inninness. And we will foster, as well, the understanding of mortality, the short life which he can expect, and thus, the sense of immediacy and impatience so crucial for warriors of action.”

Juraviel looked at her, not quite understanding her reasoning behind this talk—words he almost regarded as nonsense. Understanding the source, though, the lady of Caer’alfar, the leader of his people, Juraviel looked past the words to the hopes and the fears. She had taken the child and had flatly refused to return him to his mother, even now that the darkness of Markwart and Bestesbulzibar had passed. Indeed, it seemed to Juraviel that Lady Dasslerond had claimed the child for Andur’Blough Inninness.

And then he understood those hopes of his lady even more clearly. This child, perhaps, so true of bloodline, so strong of limb and of thought, would have the power to heal Andur’Blough Inninness. This child of the ranger might aid Lady Dasslerond in her defense against the spreading rot, the stain the demon dactyl had placed upon the elven valley.

“He will be strong and swift, as was Elbryan,” Juraviel remarked, as much to measure the response as to speak the truth.

“More akin to his mother,” Lady Dasslerond replied.

Juraviel cocked an eyebrow in surprise that she would offer such a compliment to Jilseponie.

“Jilseponie is strong and swift with the sword, strong in bi’nelle dasada, as was her teacher,” Dasslerond explained. “And though she was not as strong in the dance as Nightbird, she was the more complete of the parents, powerfully versed in the gemstone magic, as well. The complete human warrior. This child will be all that his mother was and is and more—for he will have the guidance of the Touel’alfar throughout his journey.”

Belli’mar Juraviel nodded, though he feared that Lady Dasslerond might be reaching a bit high here in her expectations. The child was but a few months old, after all, and though his bloodlines seemed as pure as those of any human—and Juraviel, who had loved both Elbryan and Pony, understood that more clearly than did Lady Dasslerond!—that was no guarantee of anything positive. Furthermore, Juraviel, apparently unlike Lady Dasslerond, appreciated that bringing up the infant in Andur’Blough Inninness was an experiment, an unknown.

“Jilseponie made mistakes that we cannot tolerate,” Lady Dasslerond stated flatly, a sudden and stern reminder to Juraviel of her feelings toward the woman, “as Elbryan, our beloved Nightbird, erred in teaching her bi’nelle dasada. And do not doubt that we will continue to watch her from afar.”

Juraviel nodded. On that point, at least, he and his lady were in agreement. If Pony started sharing the elven sword dance, became an instructor in the finer points of bi’nella dasada, then the Touel’alfar would have to stop her. To Juraviel, that would have meant taking her into their homeland and keeping her there; but he held no illusions that Lady Dasslerond, whose responsibility concerned the very existence of the Touel’alfar, would be so merciful.

“Yet that was Nightbird’s error,” he replied, “and not Jilseponie’s.”

“Not yet.”

Again, Juraviel nodded, taking well her point. He wasn’t sure that he even agreed with his own last statement—that Elbryan’s tutoring of Pony was a mistake at all. Juraviel had watched them fighting together, each sword complementing the other to the level of perfection, a weaving of form and of weapons so beautiful that it had brought tears of joy to the elf’s eyes.

How could such a work of art be a mistake?

“You trust her,” Lady Dasslerond stated.

Juraviel didn’t disagree.

“You love her as you love Touel’alfar,” she went on.

Juraviel looked at her but said nothing.

“You would have us forgive her and return to her the child.”

Juraviel swallowed hard. “She would have made a fine ranger, had she been trained in Andur’Blough Inninness,” he dared to remark.

“Indeed,” she was quick to reply, “but she was not. Never forget that, my friend. She was not.

“I’ll not deny, diminish, or refute your feelings for the woman,” Lady Dasslerond went on. “Indeed, your faith in her gives me hope that Nightbird’s error will not lead to disaster. However, Jilseponie’s role was in bearing the son of Elbryan. Understand that and accept it. He is ours now. Our tool, our weapon. He is our repayment for the sacrifice that we made to help the humans in their struggle with Bestesbulzibar, and our way to minimize the lasting effect of that sacrifice.”

Juraviel wanted to argue that the war against the demon dactyl was for the sake of elves as well as the humans, but he held his words.

“And thus, and because of your honest feelings, understand that you are to have no contact with the child,” she went on, and Juraviel’s heart sank. “He is not Nightbird—we will name him appropriately when he has shown to us the truth of his soul. But Belli’mar Juraviel will learn that truth in time, through the work of others more suited to the task.”

Juraviel was not happy at all with the news, but neither was he surprised. Through all these months, he had been complaining, and often, about the lack of interaction with the child, by him or by any other Touel’alfar, and complaining that what interaction there was came more often in the form of testing, and hardly ever the simple act of sharing a touch or a smile. That had bothered Juraviel profoundly, and he had spoken rather sharply to Lady Dasslerond about his fears.

And his words had not been met with sympathy.

So he was not surprised now, not at all.

“You know of the other?” Lady Dasslerond asked him.

“Brynn Dharielle,” Juraviel replied, naming the other human currently under Touel’alfar tutelage, a young orphaned girl from To-gai, the western reach of the kingdom of Behren, the land of the greatest human horsemen in all the world.

“You will enjoy her,” Lady Dasslerond assured him, “for she is possessed of more spirit than her little frame can contain, a creature of impulse and fire much akin to young Elbryan Wyndon.”

Juraviel nodded. He had heard as much concerning Brynn Dharielle. He hadn’t yet met the novice ranger, for though Brynn had been in the care of the Touel’alfar for almost a year, and though Andur’Blough Inninness was not a large place, Juraviel’s business had been elsewhere—his eyes, his heart, in the paths of Elbryan and Pony, his concern in the fate of the demon dactyl and Markwart and the turn of the human world. Those in the valley who knew of Brynn Dharielle had spoken highly of her talents and her spirit. Dare the Touel’alfar believe they had another Nightbird in training?

“I give you her charge,” Lady Dasslerond went on. “You will see to her as you saw to Nightbird.”

“But do you not believe that I failed with Nightbird?” Juraviel dared to ask. “For did he not fail in his vow as ranger, in teaching bi’nelle dasada?”

Lady Dasslerond laughed aloud—for all of her anger at Elbryan and his sharing of the elven sword dance with Pony, she knew, as all the elves knew, that he had not failed. Not at all. Nightbird had gone to Aida and battled Bestesbulzibar; and when the demon had found a new and more insidious and more dangerous host, Nightbird had given everything to win the day, for the humans and for all the goodly races, Touel’alfar included, of the world.

“You will learn from your mistakes then,” Lady Dasslerond replied. “You will do even better with this one.”

Now it was Juraviel’s turn to chuckle helplessly. Could his lady even begin to appreciate the standard to which she had just set Brynn Dharielle? Would his lady ever see past her immediate anger to the truth that was Elbryan the Nightbird, and the truth that remained in the heart of Jilseponie?

Or was he wrong? he had to wonder and to fear. Was he too blinded by friendship and love to accept the failings of his human companions?

Belli’mar Juraviel blew a long, long sigh.


Chapter 5
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Diplomacy

CONSTANCE PEMBLEBURY WATCHED THE DOCKS OF PALMARIS RECEDE INTO THE morning fog. She was glad to be away from the city, away from dead Markwart and his all-too-complicated Church, away from a populace so on the edge of hysteria and desperation, and, most of all, away from Jilseponie. Even thinking of the woman made her wince. Jilseponie. The heroic Pony, the savior of the north, who defeated the demon dactyl in Aida and in the corporeal vessel of Markwart. Jilseponie, who could become abbess of St. Precious with but a word and could cultivate that into something much greater, perhaps even become mother abbess of the entire Abellican Church. Jilseponie, the woman to whom King Danube had offered the city of Palmaris. Baroness, governess. What other title might she choose? What other title might King Danube bestow upon her?

Jilseponie hadn’t been at the dock when the River Palace, the royal barge, and its fifteen escort warships had left the city. She hadn’t shown herself to the royal entourage at all since the final meeting in St. Precious.

Constance was glad of that.

In truth, Constance admired the woman—her fire, her efforts—and she could not deny the value of Jilseponie’s actions in the war and in the even more dangerous aftermath of the war. In truth, Constance recognized that, had the situation been different, she and Jilseponie might have become the best of friends. But that was a private truth Constance would not admit to anyone but herself.

For the situation was different; Constance had not missed the looks King Danube had bestowed on Jilseponie.

Beautiful and heroic Jilseponie. A woman who had, in the eyes of the majority of the kingdom, raised herself above her commoner birth to a position of nobility. Nobility of deed and not blood.

And how King Danube had stared at her, fawned over her with a sparkle in his tired eyes that Constance had not seen in years. He would make no move toward Jilseponie yet—not with her husband, Elbryan, barely cold in the ground. But Constance didn’t doubt the length of Danube’s memory or the magnetism of his charms. Not at all.

When she looked at Jilseponie, then, was she seeing the next Vivian? The next queen of Honce-the-Bear?

The thought made her clench her jaw and chew her lower lip. Yes, she admired the woman, even liked the woman, and, yes, Constance had understood for some time now that while she might share Danube’s bed, he would not take her as his wife. But, still, to have the door—through which she understood she could never walk—so obviously closed before her, offended her. She was in her mid-thirties now, a decade older than Jilseponie, and she was starting to show her age, with wrinkles about her eyes—eyes losing the luster of youth—and a body that was just beginning to lose the war against gravity. Measured against Jilseponie’s smooth skin and sparkling blue eyes, her strong muscles and the spring in her youthful stride, Constance understood that she would lose.

Thus she had taken Danube the previous night, and the night before that, seducing him shamelessly, even coaxing him with drink so that he would not ignore her obvious advances. Thus she would take him again this night on the ship, and every night all the way to Ursal, and every night after that.

Until she became great with his child.

Constance hated her actions, her deception, for Danube believed that she was taking the herbs—as per the arrangement with every courtesan—that would prevent pregnancy. She hated more the thought of serving Queen Jilseponie. How many years had she worked by Danube’s side, easing him through crises, serving as his best adviser? How many years had she stood by him against all his enemies, and quietly reinforced his better qualities to his allies? To Constance’s thinking, she had been serving as queen ever since Vivian had died, in every capacity except that of the King’s constant bed partner and the mother of his children.

Now she meant to remedy that situation. He wouldn’t marry her, likely, but he would sire her children; and in the absence of another wife, he might grant one of them the status of heir to the throne. Yes, she could get that concession from him. His other bastard children—and there were two at least—were grown now and had never been trained for the crown, had never been as sons to Danube; and he held little love for his lone sibling, his brother, Midalis, a man he had not seen in years. Constance believed with all her heart that he would come to love their child and would train the child, boy or girl, as he had not trained the others and could not train Midalis, to serve as heir to the throne of Honce-the-Bear.

Constance recognized the unlikelihood that she would ever be queen, but she realized that she would be more than pleased with the title of queen mother.

Still, she wished it could be different, wished that she could inspire an honest love in Danube. She had hoped that the situation in Palmaris, the greatest crisis in Danube’s reign, would provide opportunity for her to raise her station through deed; and indeed, by Danube’s own accounting, she had performed admirably over the weeks of trial. But how her efforts paled against those of Jilseponie! As her fading beauty paled beside that woman’s luster!

“It is, perhaps, time to relax,” came the voice of Abbot Je’howith behind her, startling her. When she glanced at him and followed his gaze to the taffrail, she understood the source of his comment, for she was unintentionally clutching the railing so tightly that all blood had gone from her knuckles.

“The trials are behind us,” Constance agreed, letting go of the rail and selfconsciously hiding her hands within the folds of her thick woolen cloak.

“Most, perhaps,” said old Je’howith, his expression pensive. “For the Crown and court, at least, though I fear that I’ve many trials ahead of me.” The old man walked up beside Constance, gripping the rail and staring out, as she had been, at the receding shapes of Palmaris’ dock.

Constance eyed him curiously; never had she and Je’howith been on good terms, though neither had they been openly hostile toward each other, as was the case between the elderly abbot and Duke Kalas.

“They are so young and idealistic,” the abbot continued, and he glanced over at Constance. “The young Abellican brothers, I mean, who take the downfall of Father Abbot Markwart as a signal that it is their time to step to the forefront of the Abellican Church. They believe they have seen the truth; though the truth, you and I both understand in our wisdom of experience, is never as simple as that. They will overreach, and pity the Church if we older abbots and masters cannot tame the fire of youth.”

Constance’s expression turned even more curious and skeptical; she wondered why old Je’howith was confiding in her, and she trusted him not at all. Was he, perhaps, using her ear to get his seemingly sincere feelings whispered to King Danube? Was he seeking an unspoken alliance with the King by using the mouth of an unwitting third party? Though, of course, Constance Pemblebury was hardly that!

“The young brothers now leading St. Precious are nearly my own age,” she reminded Je’howith; and it was true that Braumin, Marlboro Viscenti, and Francis were all near their thirtieth birthdays.

“But how many of their years have been spent within the sheltered confines of an outland abbey?” Je’howith asked. “The other houses of the Abellican Church are not as St. Honce, you see. Even great St.-Mere-Abelle, with its seven hundred brothers, is a secluded place, a place of few viewpoints and little understanding of anything that is not Abellican. We of St. Honce have the advantage of the city of Ursal about us, and of the wisdom of the King and his noble court.”

Constance’s expression betrayed her skepticism, particularly given the recent battles between Church and Crown. If Je’howith meant to call her on that point, though, he did not do so immediately and lost the opportunity as another voice piped in.

“Farewell, Palmaris,” King Danube said with a chuckle, “and good luck to you, my friend Duke Kalas! For your task, I know, is the most wretched by far!” He walked up to Constance and Je’howith, his smile wide and sincere, for it was no secret among them that King Danube was glad indeed to be sailing for home.

“My King,” said Je’howith, dipping a bow.

“Ah, so you remember?” Danube replied slyly. Behind the old abbot, Constance smiled widely, barely suppressing a laugh.

“Never did I forget,” the abbot insisted seriously.

Danube looked at him doubtfully.

“Can you doubt the influence of the Father Abbot?” Je’howith asked, and Constance did not miss the fact that a bit of the cocksureness seemed to dissipate from King Danube’s serene face.

“Will the new father abbot prove so influential, I wonder?” Danube retorted, his voice thick with implication. He narrowed his eyes as he spoke, and Constance understood him to be signaling the influential abbot of St. Honce in no uncertain terms that he had tolerated about all that he would from the troublesome Abellican Church.

“A gentler man, whomever it might prove to be,” Abbot Je’howith replied calmly. “And fear not for Duke Kalas, my King. The Duke of Wester-Honce, the Baron of Palmaris, will find the brothers of St. Precious accommodating.”

“Somehow I doubt that,” said Danube.

“At the least, they will come to understand that they are not enemies but allies in the war to reclaim the souls of Palmaris,” Je’howith went on.

“For Church or for Crown?” Constance asked.

Je’howith glanced back at her, and, surprisingly, he appeared wounded by her attitude. What was he about? she wondered. Did he seek alliance with her, and, if so, to what advantage for her?

“I must go and see about my duties, my King,” Je’howith quickly said. “I must begin the letters to summon the College of Abbots.” He bowed again and, with no objections forthcoming, hustled away.

Danube watched him go, shaking his head. “Never am I quite certain where that one stands,” he remarked to Constance, moving close beside her at the taffrail, “for Church or for Crown.”

“For Je’howith, more likely,” said Constance. “And with his mentor, Markwart, dead, and the Church turned hostile to his old ways, that path, it would seem, now lies with the Crown.”

Danube stared at her, nodding, admiring. “You always see things so clearly,” he complimented, and he draped his arm about her shoulder. “Ah, my Constance, whatever would I do without you?”

The woman nudged closer, liking the support from the strong man. She knew the rules, knew that by those rules she was not fit to be queen. She trusted that Danube cared for her deeply, though, and while it was friendship more than love, she could be satisfied with that.

Almost satisfied, she reminded herself, and soon after, she led the King to his stateroom belowdeck.

Prince Midalis watched the hefty Abbot Agronguerre come bounding out of the gates, huffing and puffing and wiping the sweat from his brow with a dirty kerchief. The man shook his head repeatedly, muttering prayers. He brought his right hand up before his face, then swept it down to the left and back up, then down to the right and out, the sign of the evergreen, an old, though now seldom used, Church gesture.

Glancing around at the carnage on the field, the Prince understood. Many goblins were down, most dead and some squirming and crying. And many men had fallen as well, the Prince’s brave soldiers, most to Midalis’ right, and some of the Alpinadoran barbarians, over on the field to the left. Those monks who had come out before the Abbot, had gone to the right almost exclusively, moving to tend their own countrymen.

Abbot Agronguerre surveyed the situation briefly, then looked at Midalis, who caught his attention with a quick wave of his hand. The abbot nodded and rushed over.

“We have allies,” Prince Midalis remarked gravely, “wounded allies.”

“And will they accept our soul stones?” the abbot asked in all seriousness. “Or will they see our magic as some demonic power to be avoided?”

“Do you believe—” the Prince started incredulously.

Agronguerre stopped him with a shrug. “I do not know,” he admitted, “nor do the younger brothers, which is why they instinctively went to the aid of the Vanguardsmen.”

“Bring some, and quickly,” the Prince instructed, then he turned his mount and started at a swift trot to the left toward the barbarian line. The bulk of the Alpinadorans were on the edge of the field now, and many had gone into the shadows beneath the boughs in pursuit of the fleeing goblins. Several others had been left behind on the open field, wounded.

“Where is Andacanavar?” the Prince called out, then, trying to remember his bedongadongadonga, he translated. “Tiuk nee Andacanavar?”

A couple of whistles were relayed along the line, and the giant ranger appeared from the brush, mighty Bruinhelde at his side. The pair spotted Midalis at once and strode over quickly.

“Our debt to you this day is great,” Midalis said, sliding down from his horse and landing right into a respectful bow. “We would have been lost.”

“Such debts do not exist between friends,” Andacanavar replied, and Midalis did not miss the fact that the man glanced to the side, and somewhat unsurely, at Bruinhelde as he spoke.

“We did not know if you would come,” Midalis admitted.

“Did we not share drink in the mead hall?” Bruinhelde asked, as if that alone should explain everything and should have given Midalis confidence that the barbarians would indeed appear.

The Prince, taking the cue, nodded and bowed again. “I feared that perhaps you were delayed by yet another goblin force,” he answered, “or that our agreement on this morning’s tactics had not been clear.”

Bruinhelde laughed. “No agreement,” he started to say, somewhat sharply.

“We could not have hoped to sort through coherent plans,” Andacanavar cut in; and Midalis understood and appreciated the fact that the ranger was trying to keep things calm between the leaders. “We know little of your fighting tactics, as you know little of ours. Better that we watch you take the field, then find where we best fit in.”

Midalis looked around the field, taking note of the scores of goblin dead, and he smiled and nodded.

He noted, too, that Abbot Agronguerre and several brothers were fast approaching, the abbot looking somewhat tentative.

“You have wounded,” the Prince said to Bruinhelde. “My friends are skilled in the healing arts.”

Bruinhelde, his expression unyielding, glanced over at Andacanavar; and the ranger moved past Midalis, sweeping the Prince and Bruinhelde into his wake, heading quickly for the nearest fallen Alpinadorans.

“Bandages alone,” the worldly ranger said quietly to Abbot Agronguerre. The two men stared at each other for a long moment, and then the abbot nodded. Agronguerre turned and motioned to his brethren, assigning each a fallen Alpinadoran, and then moved for the most grievously wounded man, who already had a couple of Alpinadoran women working hard to stem the flow of his lifeblood.

Andacanavar, Midalis, and Bruinhelde met him there, the Prince bending low beside the abbot.

“They are leery of magic,” he whispered to his monk friend. “Better that we use conventional dressings.”

“So said the large one,” Abbot Agronguerre replied, indicating Andacanavar. He ended his sentence with a grunt as he pulled tight the bandage crossing the man’s chest, shoulder to rib cage, trying hard to stop the crimson flow. “For the others, perhaps, but this one will not live the hour without the use of the soul stone, and may not live even if I employ one.”

Both Vanguardsmen looked up then to see Andacanavar and Bruinhelde looking down at them, the ranger seeming somewhat unsure but Bruinhelde with a determined stare upon his face.

“The bandage will not stem the blood,” Abbot Agronguerre remarked calmly, and he reached into his belt pouch and produced the gray soul stone, the hematite, and held it up for the two Alpinadorans to see. “But I have magic that—”

“No!” Bruinhelde interrupted firmly.

“He will die without—”

“No,” the barbarian leader said again, and his look grew ever more dangerous—so much so that Midalis grabbed Agronguerre by the wrist and gently pushed his hand down. The abbot looked to his Prince, dumbfounded, and Midalis merely shook his head slowly.

“He will die,” Agronguerre insisted to Midalis.

“Warriors die,” was all that Bruinhelde replied; and he walked away, but not before bringing over two of his other warriors and issuing instructions to them in the Alpinadoran tongue.

Midalis understood enough of the words to know that Bruinhelde would not bend on this matter, for he told his two warriors to stop Agronguerre, by whatever means, if the monk tried to use the devil magic on their fallen comrade. The Prince fixed Agronguerre with a solid look then, and, though it pained Midalis as much as it pained Agronguerre to let a man die in this manner, he shook his head again slowly and deliberately.

The abbot pulled away, glanced once at the two imposing barbarian guards, then pocketed the gemstone and went back to work with conventional means upon the fallen warrior.

The man was dead within a few minutes.

Abbot Agronguerre wiped his bloody hands, then rubbed them across his cheek, brushing away his tears, unintentionally leaving light bloody smears on his face. He rose in a huff and stormed away, to the next brother in line working upon a wounded Alpinadoran, and then the next. Midalis and Andacanavar, and the sentries, followed him all the way.

Without a word to his unwelcome entourage and growling with every step, Abbot Agronguerre stalked across the field back toward the fallen Vanguardsmen, pulling out his soul stone as he went, showing it, as an act of defiance, to the Alpinadoran guards.

The barbarian warriors bristled, and Prince Midalis worried that his friend’s anger might be starting even more trouble this dark morning; but Andacanavar dismissed the two others with a wave of his hand, then motioned for Midalis to wait with him.

“The monk errs,” the ranger remarked quietly.

“It does not set well with Abbot Agronguerre to watch a man die,” Prince Midalis replied, a harsh edge to his voice, “especially when he believes that he might have saved that man’s life.”

“At the expense of his soul?” Andacanavar asked in all seriousness.

Midalis blinked and backed off a step, surprised by the stark question. He studied the ranger for a long while, trying to get a measure of the man. “Do you truly believe that?” he asked.

Andacanavar shrugged his huge shoulders, his expression vague. “I have lived for many years,” he began. “I have seen much that I would not have believed possible. Monsters, magic, and, yes, the demon dactyl. I have learned of several religions, your Abellican one included, and I know well the premise of the Abellican Church that the gemstones are the gifts of their god.”

“But your people do not view them that way,” Midalis reasoned.

Andacanavar chuckled, showing the Prince that his words were a bit of an understatement. “My people do not believe in magic,” he said. “Those practices that transcend the bonds of the elements—the magic of Abellicans and of elves, of demons and of yatol priests—are all the same to us, all wrought in the mystical world of illusion and deceit.”

“And how does worldly Andacanavar view the use of such gemstones?” Prince Midalis dared to ask.

“I was raised outside of Alpinador,” the man answered. “I understand the differences between the various forms of magic.”

“And yet you let the man die,” the Prince remarked, his words an accusation though his tone surely was not.

“Had your Abbot Agronguerre tried to use the soul stone upon fallen Temorstaad, Bruinhelde and his warriors would have stopped him, and violently, do not doubt,” the ranger explained. “They are a simple folk, a people of honor and resolute principles. They do not fear death, but they do fear the realm of the mystical. To them, it was a choice of Temorstaad’s body against the price of his soul, and to them, that is not so difficult a choice.”

Prince Midalis shook his head and sighed, showing that he was not impressed.

“Understand that this alliance is a tentative one yet,” Andacanavar warned him. “Your fears that Bruinhelde and his people would not come to the field this day were justified—for, indeed, had the majority of his warriors been given the choice, they would have turned north for their homes, trying to beat the onset of the winter winds. But Bruinhelde is a wise leader, a man looking past the immediate comforts and to the future welfare of his people. He desires this alliance, though he’ll hardly admit it openly. Yet if you or your Abellican companions try to force your ways upon us, if you insist upon foisting the realm of the mystical upon Bruinhelde’s warriors—even if you believe you are doing so for the good of those warriors—then know that the goblins will become the least of your troubles.”

“It pained me to watch a man die,” Midalis replied, “a man who could have been saved.”

Andacanavar nodded, not disagreeing.

“And it pained Abbot Agronguerre,” Midalis went on. “He is a good and gentle man, who battles suffering.”

“But does he fear suffering?”

Midalis shook his head.

“And does he fear death?”

Midalis snorted incredulously. “If he does, then his title of abbot of the Abellican Church is misplaced, I would say.”

“Neither Bruinhelde nor any of his warriors fear death,” Andacanavar explained, “as long as they die honorably, in battle.”

Prince Midalis considered the words for a long while, even glanced back over his shoulder to the fallen Temorstaad. The Alpinadoran women were working on him now, taking his valuables and wrapping him in a shroud. Midalis wasn’t thrilled with Andacanavar’s explanation or the reality of the situation, but he knew that he had to accept it. This alliance with the Alpinadoran barbarians wasn’t going to be easy, he recognized. Their customs and those of the Vanguardsmen were too disparate. Midalis’ gaze drifted about the field to the slaughtered, hacked goblins, to those Alpinadoran women walking among the goblin bodies, mercilessly slashing any that moved, even sticking knives into a few that did not move, just to be sure. A shudder coursed down the Prince’s spine. Not an easy alliance but a necessary one, he realized. He certainly didn’t want Bruinhelde and his bunch as enemies!

“And you brought your womenfolk along for battle,” Andacanavar remarked, noting that many women were also among Midalis’ ranks. “Never would Bruinhelde accept women as warriors. Their tasks are to comfort the warriors, to tend the wounded, and to kill the fallen enemies.”

Prince Midalis couldn’t hide the grin finding its way onto his face. “And does Andacanavar believe this as well?” he asked slyly, for, while the ranger had made another good point concerning the differences between the two peoples, he had pointedly spoken for Bruinhelde and not for Andacanavar.

“I was raised among the Touel’alfar, and had more than one of the diminutive creatures—females and males alike—put me to the ground,” the ranger replied, and he returned the smile. “I speak for Bruinhelde and his followers because I understand them. Whether I agree with them or not, whether you agree with them or not, is not important, because they are as they are, and you’ll not change that. Nor will your Abellican companions, and woe to them if they try.”

Midalis nodded, and was glad for these few moments alone with the insightful ranger. He knew well the story of Fuldebarrow, where an Abellican church, established to convert Alpinadorans to the faith, had been burned to the ground and all of the missionary brothers slaughtered.

“It might be that I can get them to look past your faults—and that you can get your friends to look past theirs—long enough for the two sides to see the common ground instead of the differences,” Andacanavar said. Then he patted Midalis on the shoulder and headed back for the Alpinadoran lines.

Midalis watched him for a moment, further digesting the words—wise words, he understood. Then he turned to find Abbot Agronguerre hard at work over one of the fallen archers, and he went to speak with the man, to smooth the hard feelings from the morning’s disagreements, to remind the abbot that he and his brethren would still be besieged within the abbey—and that Midalis and his followers would be trapped in there as well, if they had been lucky this morning—had not Bruinhelde and his proud warriors come to their aid.

Yes, it would be a difficult alliance, but the ranger’s observations gave Prince Midalis hope that Vanguard and Alpinador might use this time of war to begin a lasting understanding.

“Common ground,” he whispered, reminding himself.

“I trust that your day was enjoyable,” Abbot Je’howith remarked to Constance Pemblebury when he found the woman again standing alone at the taffrail, gazing wistfully at the waters of the great Masur Delaval.

Constance turned a sour look upon him, not appreciating his off-color attempt at humor.

“So do tell me,” the abbot pressed, “did King Danube remember your name?”

Constance stared at him hard.

“In his moments of passion, I mean,” the surprising old abbot continued. “Did he call out ‘Constance’?”

“Or ‘Jilseponie’?” the woman finished sarcastically and bluntly, wanting Je’howith to understand in no uncertain terms that he was not catching her by surprise.

“Ah, yes, Jilseponie,” Je’howith said, rolling his eyes and sighing in a mock gesture of swooning. “Heroine of the north. Would any title do justice to her actions? Baroness? Duchess? Abbess?”

Constance gave him a skeptical look and stared back out at the waters.

“Mother abbess?” the old man continued. “Or queen, perhaps? Yes, there would be a title befitting that one!”

Je’howith’s wrinkled face erupted in a wide grin when Constance snapped a glare over him. “Have I hit a nerve?” he asked.

Constance didn’t blink.

“You saw the way King Danube looked at her,” Je’howith continued. “You know as well as I that Jilseponie could find her way to his bed, and to the throne beside his own in Ursal, if she pursued such a course.”

“She would not even accept the barony of Palmaris,” Constance reminded him, but her words sounded feeble even in her own ears.

Now it was Je’howith’s turn to stare skeptically.

“She grieves for the loss of Nightbird, a wound that may never heal,” Constance said.

“Not completely, perhaps,” Je’howith agreed, “but enough so that she will move on with her life. Where will she choose to go? I wonder. There is no road she cannot walk. To the Wilderlands, to St.-Mere-Abelle, to Ursal. Who in all the world would refuse Jilseponie?”

Constance looked back at the water, and she felt Je’howith’s gaze studying her, measuring her.

“I know what you desire,” the old abbot said.

“Do you speak your words to wound me?” Constance asked.

“Am I your enemy or perhaps your ally?”

Constance started to laugh. She knew the truth, all of it, and understood that old Je’howith was taking great amusement from this posturing because he figured that he could win in any event. If Danube married Constance, or at least sired her children and put them in line for the throne, then Je’howith would be there, ever attentive. That did not make him an ally, though, Constance realized, for Je’howith’s greatest concern was to keep Jilseponie out of his Church, away from the coveted position of mother abbess; and what better manner for doing that than to have her marry the King?

“Jilseponie intrigued Danube,” she admitted, “as her beauty and strength have intrigued every man who has gazed upon her, I would guess.” She turned and fixed the old abbot with a cold and determined stare.

“Beautiful indeed,” Je’howith remarked.

“But she is a long way from Ursal, do not doubt,” Constance went on, “a long way, down a road more perilous than you can imagine.”

Old Je’howith returned her stare for a long moment, then nodded and bowed slightly, and walked away.

Constance watched him go, replaying his words, trying to find his intent. Obviously, the wretch did not want her to fall under Jilseponie’s charm and ally with the woman. Je’howith was trying to sow the seeds of enmity against Jilseponie, and she had readily fallen into his plan.

That bothered Constance Pemblebury profoundly as she stood there at the taffrail, staring at the dark water. She had liked Jilseponie when first she had learned of the woman’s adventures, had admired her and had cheered her in her efforts against Markwart’s foul Church. In Constance’s eyes, Jilseponie had been an ally—unwitting, perhaps, but an ally nonetheless—of the Crown, of her beloved King Danube. But now things had changed. Nightbird was dead, and Danube was smitten. Jilseponie had gone from ally to rival. Constance didn’t like that fact, but neither could she deny it. Whatever her feelings for Jilseponie Wyndon, the woman had become a danger to her plans for herself and, more important, for her children.

Constance didn’t like herself very much at that moment, wasn’t proud of the thoughts she was harboring.

But neither could she dismiss them.


Chapter 6
 [image: ]

Season’s Turn

ABBOT BRAUMIN WALKED THROUGH THE GREAT GATES OF CHASEWIND MANOR humbly, his brown hood pulled low to protect him from the light rain, his arms crossed over his chest, hands buried in the folds of his sleeves. He didn’t glance up at the imposing row of Allheart knights lining both sides of the walk, with their exquisite armor, so polished that it gleamed even on this gray day, and their huge poleaxes angled out before them.

He understood the meaning of it all, that Duke Targon Bree Kalas had offered to meet him on the Duke’s terms and in the presence of his power. The battle between the two was just beginning, for the city hadn’t really settled down after the fall of Markwart until after King Danube had departed. Then winter weather had minimized the duties of both Church and Crown. Now, the King was back in Ursal and most of the brethren from St.-Mere-Abelle had returned, or soon would, to that distant abbey. For the first time in more than a year—indeed, for the first time since the coming of the demon dactyl and its monstrous minions—the common folk of Palmaris were settling back into their normal routines.

He was let in immediately, but then he spent more than an hour in the antechamber of Kalas’ office, waiting, waiting while it was reported to him several times that Kalas was attending to more pressing matters.

Abbot Braumin recited his prayers quietly, praying mostly for the patience he would need to get through these trying times. He wished again that Jilseponie had agreed to accompany him—Kalas would never have kept her waiting!—but she would hear none of it, claiming that her days of meetings and political intrigue had reached their end.

Finally, the attendant came out and called for the abbot to follow him. Braumin noted immediately upon entering Kalas’ office that several other men stood about—bureaucrats, mostly—shuffling papers and talking in whispered, urgent tones as if their business were of the utmost importance. Duke Kalas, Baron of Palmaris, sat at his desk, hunched over a parchment, quill in hand.

“Abbot Braumin Herde of St. Precious,” the attendant announced.

Kalas didn’t even look up. “It has come to my attention that you have put out a call for craftsmen, masons, and carpenters,” he remarked.

“I have,” Braumin agreed.

“To what end?”

“To whatever end I desire, I suppose,” the abbot replied—and that brought Kalas’ eyes up, and halted every other conversation in the room.

Kalas stared hard at him for a long and uncomfortable moment. “Indeed,” he said at length, “and might those desires entail the expansion of St. Precious Abbey, as I have been told?”

“Perhaps.”

“Then save time,” Kalas said sternly, “both for yourself and for the craftsmen. There will be no such expansion.”

Now it was Braumin’s turn to put on a steely expression. “The land about the abbey is Church owned.”

“And no structures may be built within the city walls, Church or otherwise, without the express consent of its baron,” Kalas reminded him. He looked to one of the bureaucrats at the side of the room, and the mousy man rushed over, presenting Abbot Braumin with a parchment, signed and sealed by Baron Rochefort Bildeborough and by Abbot Dobrinion Calislas, that seemed to back up Kalas’ claims.

“This refers to structures built by ‘common men,’ ” Braumin noted, pointing out the phrasing.

Kalas shrugged, not disagreeing.

“This text was written to prevent the influx of Behrenese,” Braumin reasoned, “to prevent every open space within the city walls from becoming even more crowded. Common men, which includes neither the Church nor the nobility.”

“That is one way to interpret it,” Kalas replied. “But not the way I choose.”

Abbot Braumin tossed the parchment to the desk. “You obscure meanings and pervert intentions, then,” he said. “This parchment is irrelevant to any construction upon St. Precious Abbey, upon lands owned by the Abellican Church.”

“No, my good Abbot,” Kalas said, rising up ominously and matching the monk’s unblinking stare with one of equal determination. “It is perfectly relevant. It is the written law, endorsed by your own beloved former abbot, which I can use to arrest any who work upon your abbey, the written law I can use to confiscate tools and materials.”

“You risk angering the populace.”

“As do you, good Abbot,” Kalas snapped back. “You offer work to craftsmen who already have much work to do in the aftermath of the war. They do not need your work at this time, Abbot Braumin, but they do need their tools. Who will they come to hate? I wonder. The lawful baron, acting according to law, or the presumptuous new abbot of St. Precious?”

Braumin started to answer, but stuttered repeatedly, having no appropriate reply. He understood the bluff—Kalas would be starting a battle for the hearts of the Palmaris citizenry that could go either way. But was Braumin ready to join such a battle? He knew the fights he would soon face within his own Church; would he be able to withstand those inevitable challenges if the people of Palmaris turned against him?

A smile found its way onto Braumin’s face, an admission that, for the time being at least, Kalas had outmaneuvered him. He chuckled and nodded, then turned and walked briskly from the room and out of the mansion, this time leaving his hood back despite the rain. The Allheart knights remained in position along the walk to the gates, and the nearest soldier moved over and pulled them wide for the abbot’s exit.

“Your workers did an excellent job in repairing them,” he remarked loudly, noting the gates, “after Jilseponie so easily threw them aside, I mean, as she threw aside your brethren who tried to stand before her.”

He heard the bristling behind him as he walked out and took some comfort, at least, in that minor victory.

He smelled it, so thick in the air that he could almost taste the sweet liquid on his feline tongue. The young girl had hurt her arm, scratching it on a branch, and now she was coming his way, calling for her mother, holding the arm up, the line of red, sweet red, visible to the weretiger.

De’Unnero turned away and closed his eyes, telling himself that he could not do this thing, that he could not leap out and tear her throat. He had killed only once throughout the harsh winter, an old lecherous drunk who had not been missed by the folk of the town of Penthistle.

The scent caught up to him, and the tiger’s head shifted back toward the approaching girl.

She would be missed, De’Unnero reminded himself, trying to make a logical argument to go along with his moral judgment. These people, who had taken him in during the early days of winter, after he had devoured the powrie and run away from the fields west of Palmaris, had accepted him with open arms, glad to pass an Abellican brother from house to house. He had offered to work for his food, but never had the folk of Penthistle given him any truly difficult jobs, and always had they given him all that he could eat, and more.

Thus, De’Unnero had run off into the forest whenever the tiger urges had called to him, too great to be withstood. He had feasted many times on deer, even on squirrel and rabbit, but he had killed a person only that one time.

But now the winter had passed. Now it was spring and with the turn of the season, the folk were again active outside their homes. De’Unnero had come out in search of conventional prey, hopefully a deer, but he had found this child instead, far from her home. As soon as he had spotted her, he had managed to turn away, thinking to run far, far into the forest, but then she had cut her arm, then that too-sweet scent had drifted to his nostrils.

Hardly even aware of it, he gave a low growl. The girl tensed.

De’Unnero tried to turn away, but now he could smell her fear, mingling with that sweet, sweet blood. He started forward; the girl heard the rustle and broke into a run.

One leap and he would have her. One great spring would put him over her, would flatten her to the ground at his feet, would lay bare that beautiful little neck.

One leap …

The weretiger held his place, conscience battling instinct.

The girl screamed for her mother and continued to run.

De’Unnero turned away, padding into the darker thicket. The hunger was gone now, for the girl, even for a deer, and so the creature settled down and willed himself through the change, bones popping, torso and limbs crackling and twisting.

It hurt—how it hurt!—but the monk pressed on, forcing out the tiger, fighting the pain and the killing instinct resolutely until a profound blackness overtook him.

He awoke sometime later, shivering and naked on the damp ground, the cold night wind blowing chill against his flesh. He got his bearings quickly and found his brown robes, then donned them and headed for Penthistle.

As chance would have it, the first person he encountered within the small cluster of farmhouses was the same little girl he had seen out in the forest, her arm now wrapped in a bandage.

“Ah, but there ye are,” said her mother, a handsome woman of about forty winters. “We were needin’ ye, Brother Simple. Me girl here lost her fight with a tree!”

De’Unnero took the girl’s hand and gently lifted her arm up for inspection. “You cleaned the wound well?” he asked.

The woman nodded.

The monk lowered the girl’s arm, let go, and patted her on the head. “You did well,” he told the mother.

The monk headed for the house now serving as his home. He stopped just a few steps away, though, and glanced back at the little girl. He could have killed her, and, oh, so easily. And how he had wanted to! How he had wanted to feast upon her tender flesh.

And yet, he had not. The significance of that hit De’Unnero at that moment, as he came to understand the triumph he had found that day. Fear had forced him out of Palmaris after the fight in Chasewind Manor, after he had been thrown out the window by Nightbird.

It was not fear of Nightbird or of the King or of the reprisals from the victorious enemies of Markwart, the monk realized. No, it was fear of himself, of this demanding inner urge. Once he had been among the most celebrated masters of St.-Mere-Abelle, the close adviser of the Father Abbot, the abbot of St. Precious, and then the Bishop of Palmaris. Once he had been the instructor of the brothers justice and had been touted as the greatest warrior ever to walk through the gates of St.-Mere-Abelle, the epitome of the fighting tradition of the Abellican Order. In those days, Marcalo De’Unnero had relied heavily on the use of a single gemstone, the tiger’s paw; for with it, he could transform a limb, or perhaps two, into those of a great cat, a weapon as great as any sword. During Markwart’s rise to unspeakable power, the Father Abbot had shown De’Unnero an even stronger level of the stone’s transformational magic, and with that increase of intensity, the young master had been able to transform himself totally into the great cat, an unprecedented accomplishment.

But then something unexpected had happened. De’Unnero had lost the gemstone, or rather it seemed to him as if he had merged with the gemstone, so that now he could transform himself into a tiger without it—and often against his will.

That was really why he had run away from Palmaris. He was afraid of himself, of the murderous creature he had become.

It had been a wretched existence for the man who had once achieved such a level of power, despite the hospitality of the folk of Penthistle. Marcalo De’Unnero had feared that he would be forever doomed to travel through the borderlands of civilization, running from town to town whenever the killing urge overpowered him. He pictured himself in the not too distant future, fleeing across a field, a host of hunters from half the kingdom in close pursuit.

But now …

The ultimate temptation had been right before him—the smell of fear and blood, the easy, tender kill—and he had battled that temptation, had overcome it. Was it possible that De’Unnero had gained control over this disease?

If he could control it, then he could return to Palmaris, to his Church.

De’Unnero pushed the absurd notion away. He had murdered Baron Bildeborough, after all, and his escorts. He had wounded Elbryan, which had sent the man, weakened, into battle with Markwart, the wound that, as much as the Father Abbot’s efforts, had truly killed the man. If he went back to Palmaris, what trial might await him?

“What trial indeed?” De’Unnero asked aloud, and when he considered it, his lips curled up into the first real smile he had known in more than half a year. There was no evidence implicating him in Bildeborough’s murder, nothing more than the speculation of his enemies. And how could he be held accountable for anything that had happened at Chasewind Manor? Was he not merely performing his duty of protecting his Father Abbot? Were not Elbryan and Jilseponie, at that time, considered criminals by both Church and Crown?

“What’s that, Father?” the girl’s mother asked, not really catching his words.

De’Unnero shook himself out of his thoughts. “Nothing,” he replied. “I was only thinking that perhaps it was time for me to return to my abbey.”

“Ah, but we’d miss ye,” the woman remarked.

De’Unnero merely nodded, hardly hearing her, too lost in the intriguing possibilities his victory over the weretiger urge had presented to him this day.

“The Saudi Jacintha will take me,” Brother Dellman reported to Abbot Braumin, the younger monk entering the abbot’s office at St. Precious to find Braumin talking excitedly with Brother Viscenti. “Captain Al’u’met plans to sail within the week, and he was excited to be of service, so he said.”

“And you discussed the price?” the new abbot asked.

“Captain Al’u’met assured me that the price has been paid in full by the new brothers of St. Precious, that our actions against the evil that was Markwart and our defense of the Behrenese of the docks more than suffice.”

“A wonderful man,” Brother Viscenti remarked.

“You understand your duties?” Braumin asked.

Dellman nodded. “I am to observe first, to try to get a feeling for the intentions of Abbot Agronguerre,” he replied, “and then, on my instinct and judgment, I may inform the man that you and others plan to nominate him at the College of Abbots that will be convened in Calember.”

“You are a messenger first, bringing word of the College and of the events in Palmaris,” said Braumin.

“Likely, he has already heard,” Viscenti put in, shaking his head. “Who in all the world could not have heard?”

Abbot Braumin smiled and let the point go to his excitable friend, though in truth he doubted that anyone in Vanguard had heard of the events in Palmaris in any more detail other than the unexpected death of Father Abbot Markwart. The Abellican Church would have been the only real messenger to that distant place; and even if St.-Mere-Abelle had sent a courier, no one there truly fathomed the implications of the events, and certainly no one there would have been so bold as to take sides in the budding philosophical war. But that was just what Braumin had instructed the wise and trustworthy Brother Holan Dellman to do: to take the side of the victors, to show that the good had won out over the cancerous evil.

“Treat Markwart’s memory gently,” Braumin urged Dellman yet again, “but foster no doubts concerning the fall of the Father Abbot—the fall from grace before the fall from life.”

Dellman nodded, then turned as Brother Talumus entered the room.

“Go and accept the passage from Al’u’met,” Braumin instructed Dellman. “Extend to him our profound thanks, and then prepare your thoughts and your belongings. Go with the blessings of Avelyn.”

That last line, spoken so casually, raised Talumus’ eyebrow.

As soon as Dellman had exited, Braumin motioned to Viscenti, and the man quickly closed the door.

Talumus glanced around, seeming suspicious.

“St. Precious is not nearly as strong as it will have to be, if we are to withstand the continuing assault by Duke Kalas,” Braumin remarked to Talumus. Indeed, many times over the course of the winter, Kalas and Braumin had argued over policy, over minor issues, mostly, but ones that perceptive Braumin understood might well grow in importance now that winter had relinquished its grasp and the folk were out and about the city.

“Jilseponie is leaving,” the younger monk reasoned.

“Very good, Talumus,” Braumin congratulated, and he raised a finger into the air. “Keep vigilant, and pay attention to every clue.”

“She said she would leave when the roads were clear,” Talumus explained. “Many times has she met with Belster O’Comely these last days, and I have heard that it is his intent, with prodding from Jilseponie, to return to the northland.”

“She will indeed take her leave of us, though truly it pains my heart to let her go,” Braumin confirmed. “What an ally she has been to the Church, a force to counter any potential intrusions on our sovereignty by the aggressive Kalas. But she has her own path to follow, a road darkened by grief and anger, and I cannot turn her from that path, whatever our needs.

“To that end,” he continued, “we must bolster the strength of St. Precious.” As he spoke, the abbot turned his gaze over Brother Viscenti.

“A promotion,” Brother Talumus reasoned.

“From this day forth, Marlboro Viscenti will be known as a master of St. Precious,” said Braumin, and the nervous little Viscenti puffed out his chest. “Master Francis, who departs this very day for St.-Mere-Abelle, will see that the promotion is approved at every level; and even if some wish to argue the point, which I cannot fathom, I am certainly within my rights as abbot of St. Precious to make the promotion unilaterally.”

Talumus nodded and offered a smile, somewhat strained but more genuine than not, to Viscenti. Then he looked to Braumin, his expression turning curious. “Why tell me now, and why behind a closed door?” he asked.

Braumin chuckled and walked around his desk, sitting on its edge right before the other monk, removing the physical barrier between them as he hoped to remove any possibility of insincere posturing. “The risks you took and your actions in the last days of Markwart speak highly of you,” he began. “Had you more experience, there is no doubt that Talumus, and not Braumin, would have become the abbot of St. Precious, a nomination that I would have strongly supported. In the absence of that possibility, it has occurred to me that Talumus, too, should soon find his way to the rank of master. Yet, in that, too, you’ve not enough years in the Order for such a promotion to be approved without strong opposition—and, in all honesty, it is not a battle I choose to fight now.”

“I have never asked—” Talumus began to protest, but Abbot Braumin stopped him with an upraised hand.

“Indeed, I will support your nomination to the rank of master as soon as it is feasible,” he explained. “As soon as you have enough time—and I do not mean the typical ten years as the minimum. But that is a matter for another day: a day, I fear, that will be long in coming if St. Precious is to withstand the intrusions of Baron Kalas. We need more power and more security, supporters of my—of our—cause, in line to take the helm in the event of unforeseen tragedy.”

His words obviously hit a strong chord within Brother Talumus, who had recently witnessed the murder of his beloved Abbot Dobrinion Calislas. The man stiffened and straightened, his eyes unblinking.

“Thus, there must be others, like Master Viscenti, who will ascend above you within the Order at St. Precious,” Braumin explained. “I will need voices to support me at the College of Abbots, as well as against Duke Kalas. I wanted to tell you this personally, and privately, out of respect for your service and loyalty.”

He stopped, tilting his head and waiting for a reply, and Brother Talumus spent a long while digesting the information. “You honor me,” he said at length, and he seemed genuinely content. “More so than I deserve, I fear. I was not enamored of Jilseponie and Elbryan. I feared …”

“As we all feared, and yet you certainly took the right course of action,” Braumin interjected, and Viscenti seconded the remark.

“Very well,” Talumus replied. “I understand now the implications of the battle within Chasewind Manor. My path is obvious to me, a shining road paved with all the glories of the true Abellican Church. My voice will not ring out with the commands of a master at this time, but it will be no less loud in support of Abbot Braumin Herde of St. Precious and of Master Viscenti.”

The three men exchanged sincere smiles of mutual appreciation, all of them relieved that their team was forging strong bonds now for the fights—against Kalas and against those within the Abellican Church who feared any change despite the momentous events—they believed they would soon find.

Francis had thought that the road ahead would be an easy one. He started with his stride long and full of conviction. But as he considered the reality he now faced, Francis began to recognize that this journey might prove as troublesome and dangerous, to the Church at least, as the one that had brought him to Palmaris in the first place. For he was walking a delicate line, he came to understand, stepping between the future Church he envisioned and the past one he had served. He believed in Braumin’s cause, in the cause of Master Jojonah, burned at the stake for his convictions, and in the cause of Avelyn Desbris, who had flown in the face of Markwart’s Abellican Church and had, subsequently, destroyed the physical form of the awakened demon.

Yes, Master Francis had come to accept the truth of many of the explanations that Braumin and the others were according the actions of Jojonah and of Avelyn, and he had come to recognize that Jilseponie and Elbryan were indeed heroes to both Church and Crown. But Markwart’s last words haunted the man: Beware that in your quest for humanism you do not steal the mystery of spiritualism.

There was a threat to all mankind in sharing the mysteries of the gemstone magic with the common folk—not of war or of uncontrolled power, but a threat of secularizing the spiritual, of stealing the mysteries of life and the glory of God. What good would the Church do the world, Francis wondered, if, in its quest to become more compassionate, it took from the populace the one true inspiration of faith, the promise of eternal life? Soul stones or not, everybody would one day die, and how much darker that moment would be, to the one whose life had come to its end and to those loved ones left behind, if there was no faith in life eternal. Men who entered the Abellican Order trained for years before entering St.-Mere-Abelle or any of the other abbeys, and then they trained for many more years before learning the secrets of the gemstones. The Abellican monks understood the reality of the gemstones, the orbiting rings and the stone showers, but they could place that reality within the cocoon of their greater faith as inspired by the years of study. But what of the common man, the man not privy to the days, weeks, months, years of meditation? Might that man come to see the soul stones, the very fabric of the Abellican religion, as a natural occurrence, no more mysterious than the fires he kindled for warmth or the catapults the King’s army used to batter the castles of enemies?

Francis didn’t know, and he feared that it would take a wiser man than he to comprehend the implications of Markwart’s final warning.

What he did know, however, was the reality of the situation in St.-Mere-Abelle; and even beyond his private doubts about how far Braumin and his friends should be allowed to open the Church, the young master understood that they would find more enemies than allies at the prime abbey. Thus was Francis, so close an ally to the demon that Markwart had become, walking a delicate line. If he strayed too far against Markwart, he would, in effect, be implicating himself, thus diminishing his own voice. And yet, he could hardly support the dead Father Abbot. He knew now that Markwart had been very wrong; and even aside from that truth that was in his heart, Francis knew that the Church would be inviting disaster if it continued to follow Markwart’s path, that the populace would turn against it, and that Braumin and his followers would successfully establish the church of Avelyn Desbris.

It was all too troubling for the young master, the former bishop of Palmaris, the former lackey of Markwart—positions all, he feared, far beyond his abilities and experience.

Now the road to St.-Mere-Abelle lay before him, the road to the past and the future, the road to the wounded masters—such as gentle Machuso, no doubt—who would need reassuring, and to the more volatile and confident masters—the names Bou-raiy and Glendenhook stood out most prominently in his thinking—who would resist change and would likely resist demeaning the memory of Father Abbot Markwart, a man whom they had gladly served.

Yes, Bou-raiy, Francis told himself; and an image of the man, holding a burning branch in one hand and cheering as the pyre around the heretic Jojonah caught flame, rattled him.

He heard the door open behind him and turned to see Abbot Braumin entering.

“So you have not yet departed,” said the abbot. “I had hoped to see you before you began your journey.”

Francis nodded, though he hardly saw any point to Braumin’s seeing him off. The two did not see things eye to eye, as Braumin painted the world, it seemed to Francis, too much in black and white. Though Braumin had not been pleased when Francis had retracted his support of Jilseponie for mother abbess, they had come to an understanding.

“Did you find any time alone with Abbot Je’howith before he departed?” Braumin asked.

Francis chuckled. “Do you fear that I did?”

“Fear?”

Francis chuckled again. “I did speak to him, and he told me, I expect, exactly what he told you that morning before the final meeting with King Danube,” said Francis. “Abbot Agronguerre seems a fine choice, a man possessed of a healing soul. Exactly what is needed within the Church, I would say.”

“So you support his nomination?”

“I would like to learn a bit more about Agronguerre, but from what I already know, yes,” answered Francis.

“And was that all Abbot Je’howith expressed to you?” asked Braumin.

Francis looked at the man hard, tried to get a feeling for the trouble about which his words were hinting. “The memory of Markwart,” he stated more than asked.

Braumin nodded slightly, his expression grim.

“Believe me, brother, I am more confused by that issue than are you,” Francis assured Braumin.

“But you know the evil that Markwart had become?” Braumin pressed.

“I know the mistake the man made,” Francis pointedly answered.

“You step backward,” Braumin accused.

Francis thought about that for a moment, and almost agreed. “Sideways,” he corrected. “There was error in Father Abbot Markwart’s reasoning, to be sure, but there was also a ring of truth that Abbot Braumin would do well to hear.”

Francis saw the man’s face get very tight.

“We have been through this before,” Francis remarked, holding up his hands as a peace gesture. “We are not of so different beliefs that you should fear me, Abbot Braumin. I go to St.-Mere-Abelle to speak the truth of the events in Palmaris.”

“Which truths?” the skeptical Braumin demanded.

Francis chuckled yet again. “You—we—are both too young for such cynicism,” he said. “The painful events in Palmaris brought resolution, though at a price too high for any of us to be satisfied. Markwart was wrong—he admitted as much to me before he died—and so I threw my support behind Braumin Herde and Jilseponie.”

“But not enough to nominate her, as you said you would,” Braumin reminded him.

“Not enough to destroy that which is left of the most stable institution in all the kingdom,” Francis corrected. “We will find our common way, I believe, but by small steps and not ground-shattering leaps. The people are confused and frightened, and it is our duty to comfort them, not to provide more confusion.” He fixed Braumin with a determined stare. “I am not your enemy,” he declared. “And neither need be the memory of Father Abbot Dalebert Markwart.”

Braumin asked, “What of Jojonah? What of Avelyn?”

“Resurrect those memories in the light of our recent revelations,” Francis answered without hesitation, “bring them up beside Elbryan the Nightbird as victors over the darkness. Yes, I intend to work to those very ends, my brother. Master Jojonah forgave me, though he knew he was a doomed man—no small feat! And I will see him properly interred in consecrated ground, his good name fully restored.”

“And Avelyn?” the abbot prompted.

“Avelyn must be investigated … honestly,” Francis replied. “I will second the nomination to beatify Brother Avelyn, should you begin the canonization process at the College of Abbots. I will second it with all my heart and with my voice strong and full of conviction. But that does not mean that I believe him to be a saint. It means only that I believe him worthy of the investigation that might lead us to that end. Let us see what the man truly espoused and accomplished. Let us decide rationally if Avelyn truly saw a better course for the Church or a path that would lead to our destruction.”

“Do you mean to balance his canonization on a matter of philosophy?” Abbot Braumin asked, shaking his head, his eyes wide.

“Not his sainthood, no,” answered Francis, “but rather, his belief. I may be willing to vote for his sainthood without necessarily believing that his methods would be the appropriate course for the Church. It is his intent that will determine the decision of the canon inquisitors. But neither will my support for his canonization be wholly based upon the man’s intentions for the Abellican Church, if he even had any such intentions.”

He paused and watched as Abbot Braumin digested the words, the man finally coming to nod his head in agreement.

“Travel your road carefully and wisely, brother,” Braumin said. “I expect that you will find fewer brothers of like heart than those opposed.”

“The Church changes slowly,” Francis agreed, and Braumin took his leave.

Master Francis Dellacourt, thirty years old and feeling as if he had the weight of the world on his shoulders, left St. Precious soon after, an escort of nearly a score of monks, brothers who had come to Palmaris in the procession that had brought Father Abbot Markwart to this fated city, beside him.

“What is left for us here?” Pony asked in all seriousness, curling her lips into an obviously manipulating pout. She was in Tomnoddy’s, a bustling tavern that reminded her, somewhat painfully, of Fellowship Way in its best days.

“What isn’t?” Belster O’Comely responded, smiling as he asked the question and without any sharpness in his tone. He was glad to see Pony excited about something again—about anything—even if that happened to be a decision that the portly innkeeper did not necessarily agree with. Also, Belster was happy that Pony had come to him, begging him to go north. They had been through a fair amount of arguing in the last days of the struggle, when Pony had laid bare Belster’s prejudice against the dark-skinned Behrenese. “We’ve got our friends, after all, bonds made fast in the turmoil.”

“Prym O’Brien’s going north,” Pony reminded him.

“He’s been saying that every fair day since last summer,” Belster replied. “Doubt that he’ll ever do it.”

“It is time to go home, Belster,” Pony said seriously. “I know that, and so I’ll be leaving in two days. I hope that you will share my road to Caer Tinella and to Dundalis, for there I will need you, I fear.”

“To do what, girl?” Belster asked.

“To rebuild,” said Pony without the slightest hesitation. “To put up a new Howling Sheila on the very spot of the previous, on the stone foundation that had once served as the base for Elbryan’s home.”

“Probably a house there already,” Belster mumbled, reaching for his foaming drink and draining half the mug.

“Tomas assured me that the place would be mine, should I ever return,” Pony said. “I mean to hold him to that promise, even if it means tearing down his own house in the process!”

“Bringing some of them gemstones with you, are you?” Belster snipped, and he wanted to take back the words as soon as he spoke them, seeing the cloud suddenly cross Pony’s fair face.

“I will raise the tavern,” the woman said quietly, “the Howling Sheila, or perhaps I shall call it Fellowship Way in honor of the Chilichunks. More enjoyable will the task be if Belster O’Comely walks the road with me, but even if you do not, I leave in two days.”

“You mean to run a tavern?” Belster asked skeptically. “After all that you have seen and done? You’re not thinking that to be a bit of a boring task, girl?”

“I mean to run a tavern,” Pony replied sincerely. “I mean to sit with Roger on a hillock at sunset and hear the piping of Bradwarden as it drifts through the forest. I mean to tend the grove.…” Her voice trailed off, and Belster turned a sympathetic gaze on her.

“Are you sure that you’re not just running away?” he asked her bluntly. “Haven’t you tasks left unfinished right here?” Even as he spoke the question—a question that he knew Pony would not answer—Belster considered her last statement more carefully and found the insight that convinced him of her convictions. Pony had chosen not to go north with Elbryan’s caisson, had chosen not to be present when the ranger was lowered into the cold ground. How could he refuse her request now? Pony and Elbryan had saved his life, and the lives of all his friends, during the days of the dactyl and in the troubled times immediately following the demon’s fall. Pony and Elbryan had stood beside Belster and all the others, at great personal peril; and the innkeeper had no doubt at all that if the demon had captured him and put him in the very pits of blackness, Pony and Elbryan would have come for him, would have given their very lives to save him.

“Two days?” he asked. “Have you talked to Dainsey?”

“Dainsey is staying,” Pony replied, referring to the woman who had served the Chilichunks at Fellowship Way before Markwart had taken them hostage, and then had served as Belster’s companion in the tavern when he had reopened it at Pony’s request. “She has become sweet on a particular young man, and never would I take her from that.”

“The poor girl’s deserving some happiness,” Belster agreed, for Dainsey Aucomb had indeed lived a trying life. The innkeeper gave a belly laugh and emptied his mug, then wiped the foam from his lips and glanced at Pony—to find her staring at him hard.

“Two days?” he asked again.

Pony’s stern look melted into a smile. “Meet me at the front doors of St. Precious,” she instructed. “And don’t you be late! I want an early start and a long day’s ride.”

“Well, bring a horse for me, then,” Belster said with a resigned sigh. “If I’m to go back to that wilderness, I’m planning to spend all my funds beforehand.” He finished and turned to the barkeep, motioning for the man to refill his mug.

Pony kissed him on the cheek and rushed out of Tomnoddy’s, heading straight for St. Precious and a meeting with Abbot Braumin that she knew would pain her friend profoundly.

She found him in his office, the same office that had served for Abbot Dobrinion Calislas, and for Bishop Francis. Brother Anders Castinagis, arguably the most fiery of the followers of Jojonah, was there with Braumin, and Pony heard his agitated voice long before she entered through the room’s open door.

“Come in, come in!” Braumin said to her, motioning to a chair at the left-hand side of his desk. Castinagis was standing, Pony noted, his big hands planted on the front of the desk, his eyes locked on the new abbot of St. Precious. “We were just discussing Master Francis’ departure,” Braumin explained. “He set out this day for St.-Mere-Abelle, to bring the word to our brethren and to confirm the appointment of Brother Viscenti to the rank of master.”

That last statement caught Pony by surprise, and her blue eyes widened. “So soon?” she asked. When her words brought a somewhat crestfallen look to Braumin, she quickly added, “Well, never was there a man more deserving.”

“So I believe,” said Braumin. “And Brother Viscenti will soon enough pass the minimum time required by our Order, so there should be no serious complaints.”

“Unless the messenger presents the nomination in an unfavorable manner,” Brother Castinagis remarked, and then Pony understood the reason for their apparent argument.

“You do not trust Master Francis?” she asked the towering man.

“Should I?” Castinagis replied.

“Yes,” she answered simply, and the brevity of her pointed response put Castinagis on his heels.

“As I was just saying,” Abbot Braumin added. “Brother Castinagis wished to accompany Master Francis, but I have been trying to explain to him that we who follow Avelyn’s beliefs are more vulnerable here in Palmaris than perhaps anywhere else in the world. With Brother Dellman leaving for Vanguard and with Master Francis gone, we of expressed conviction number only five, including us three and Brothers Talumus and Viscenti. We must rally the flock of St. Precious behind us,” he went on, aiming his words now at Castinagis and not Pony, “first and foremost, if we are to hold ground with Duke Kalas.”

“You are soon to be four,” Pony interrupted, drawing the attention of both men. “Belster O’Comely has agreed to accompany me,” she explained. “I leave for Caer Tinella in two days.”

Abbot Braumin seemed to sink back into his chair, and Brother Castinagis just stood there, shaking his head. The news was not completely unexpected, but Braumin had hoped to keep Pony in Palmaris at least through the first half of summer.

“And how long will you remain in Caer Tinella?” the abbot asked.

“A few days, no more,” Pony replied. “I hope to be in Dundalis before summer proper, that I might establish my home fully before the onset of next winter.”

My home. The words echoed as a bell of finality in the head of Abbot Braumin. “Be not so quick to tie yourself to the place,” he advised.

“You may find your road turning back to Palmaris,” Brother Castinagis added. “This is the center of the world at this time, for the future of the Church, at least.” He continued, gaining volume and momentum with each passing word. “How might the memory of Master Jojonah, and that of Brother Avelyn—” Abbot Braumin stopped him by clearing his throat loudly. When Castinagis turned to regard the man, the abbot nodded toward the door, and Castinagis took that as his cue to leave.

“He is an excitable fellow,” Braumin said to Pony as soon as the brother had departed.

“And he overestimates our importance, I fear,” she replied.

“Does he?”

Pony just smiled.

“Or is it, perhaps, that you, in your grief, have come to underestimate everything else in all the world?” Abbot Braumin asked.

“Perhaps I have come to see the truth of the material world,” Pony was quick to answer, “the truth of the folly and of false hopes. Are you then to promise me eternal life?”

Braumin stared at her hard, his expression a cross between anger and pity.

“If I accept your Church’s definition of eternal life, then I say again that Brother Castinagis overestimates our importance,” Pony declared, “because no matter what we do here, we will all die. True?”

The abbot continued to stare, to chuckle helplessly, and, in the end, to merely shake his head. Yes, Pony had lost her way, had given up, he knew; and he understood, as well, that there was nothing he could do to persuade her differently, to show her the error of her despair.

Pony came around the desk, then, and hugged the abbot. “You are my friend, Braumin Herde,” she declared, “a true friend to me and to Elbryan, a kin in heart and soul. You stood with us in the darkest hour, and better is all the world for your efforts.”

Braumin pushed her back to arm’s length. “If you truly believed that—” he started to argue, but Pony put her finger over his lips.

“The road to Caer Tinella and the Timberlands will be well traveled over the next seasons,” she said. “I promised you that I would attend the opening of the chapel of Avelyn in Caer Tinella, should that come to pass. Send word and I will be there.”

“But that will be years hence,” the abbot protested.

“And we are both young, my friend,” Pony said. She bent low and hugged Braumin again, then kissed him on the cheek and walked out of his office.

When he heard the door close behind her, Abbot Braumin felt as if his heart would break. Suddenly he felt very alone and very afraid. He had allowed his hopes to soar, despite his pain, after the battle at Chasewind Manor. Francis had declared that he would nominate Pony as mother abbess, and Braumin had dared to hope that this woman, his hero, would stand tall at the front of his straying Church and, through sheer determination and willpower, put them back on the proper course. Even after it became obvious that Pony would not so ascend within the Church, Braumin had thought his position solid, and the ascension of the followers of Jojonah and Avelyn certain.

But then Francis had withdrawn his support for Pony, and—despite the man’s continuing opposition to Abbot Je’howith—Braumin wondered now how much trust he could put in Francis.

And now Pony was leaving, and though he still had Castinagis and Viscenti supporting him, and though he understood that Brother Talumus and several other minor-ranking monks of St. Precious had given themselves to his cause, Braumin remained afraid. Because now he was in charge of it all. His would be the primary voice battling stubborn Duke Kalas; he would be the one answering any questions that came to St. Precious from St.-Mere-Abelle; he would be the one fronting the cause of Master Jojonah at the College of Abbots. And that cause, he knew, would not be an easy one to sell to many of the Abellican leaders, including many of the masters whom Braumin had served at St.-Mere-Abelle less than a year ago.

Only then, with the sound of that closing door, did Abbot Braumin come to realize the truth of it all: he had depended upon Pony to protect him and bolster him, to fight the battle for Avelyn and Jojonah from the lead position.

He was very afraid.

On a drizzly spring morning two days later, the small wagon bearing Pony and Belster O’Comely rolled through Palmaris’ northern gate, bouncing along the road that would take them to Caer Tinella. Many heads turned to regard them as they crossed the city and then the rolling farmlands just north of Palmaris, and the departure of this most notable woman sparked many whispered conversations.

In a copse of trees on a hill just beyond those farmlands, Marcalo De’Unnero, too, noted their passing. From the farmers, he had heard that Pony meant to leave Palmaris, and now he was very glad to see that the rumors were true. De’Unnero didn’t want to face Jilseponie now, for he believed that any such encounter would end in violence, a battle that would prove disastrous for him, whether he won or lost.

He waited for more than an hour after the wagon had rolled out of sight, considering his course. Many times during that hour, the former bishop reminded himself that he had controlled his inner beast, despite the ultimate temptation. He had defeated the demon within, and thus was ready to take his rightful place back in the Abellican Order.

Though what that place might now be, the man could not be sure.

Marcalo De’Unnero had never marked the days of his life with fear or lack of confidence, and would not do so now. He jumped up from his mossy seat and trotted down the face of the hill onto the road, turning south for Palmaris. The same heads that had regarded Jilseponie’s departure turned to mark his approach, but they seemed not to care.

And why should they? De’Unnero asked himself. He hardly resembled the man they remembered as their bishop, the man who had fled Palmaris months before. He was leaner now, a thick beard upon his face, his black curly hair hanging several inches longer, bouncing at the base of his neck. Indeed, the guards at the open north gate hardly seemed to pay him any notice at all and didn’t even ask his name.

He felt even more invisible as he moved unrecognized along the busy streets of the city, and he found that he did not enjoy that anonymity. Rationally, he knew it to be a good thing—he had not left the folk of Palmaris on good terms, after all!—but still he did not like it, did not like blending into a crowd of people he recognized as his inferiors.

Soon enough, he came to the front door of St. Precious Abbey, and he paused there, staring at the structure with his emotions churning. The farmers had told him the name of the new abbot, and that alone made him want to spit at the place. Braumin Herde? When De’Unnero had fled the city, the man wasn’t even formally a master! And though De’Unnero knew that Markwart had once meant to promote Herde, it was only for political reasons, to quiet the other side, and certainly not the result of anything Braumin Herde had ever accomplished in his mediocre existence.

De’Unnero stood there, outside the door, for a long time, playing through his emotions and his anger, throwing the negativity aside with conscious reminders that he would have to find a way to fit into the new order of his Abellican brotherhood.

“May I help you, brother?” came a question from a monk approaching De’Unnero from the side, a monk whom the former bishop did recognize.

De’Unnero pulled back his hood and turned a hard stare on the man.

“Brother?” the oblivious monk asked again.

“Do you not recognize me, Brother Dissin?” De’Unnero asked rather sharply.

The younger man glanced up, scrutinizing the speaker, and then his eyes widened.

“B-bishop De’Unnero,” he stammered. “But I—I—had thought—”

De’Unnero waved at him to stop his blabbering. “Lead me in,” he instructed. “Announce me to the new abbot of St. Precious.”


Chapter 7
 [image: ]

Brynn Dharielle

SHE EDGED CLOSER, CLOSER, AND THE BIGGEST CHALLENGE TO HER, IT SEEMED, was trying hard not to giggle. For though this was considered one of the prime tests of her training, to Brynn Dharielle it was just a game, and an easy one! She blew a strand of her long black hair—hair so dark that it seemed to show all the colors of the rainbow within its depths—from in front of her equally dark eyes and chewed her lip, again to prevent the giggle.

She saw the white-tailed deer, and it saw her, and it believed her no enemy. As long as she made no sudden movements, no sudden sounds …

As long as she continued the quiet humming, the song of grazing that she had learned as a very little child, before she had ever come to the land of the Touel’alfar …

The young girl crouched lower, slowly and deliberately placing one foot ahead and twisting it gently into the moist grass, shifting her weight forward, slowly, slowly.

Another step. The deer seemed frozen in place now, staring at her intently, and so the girl likewise stopped all movement, even keeping her jaw set, though she continued to hum that coaxing, calming song. The moment of tension passed, and Brynn began to lift her hand, opening it palm up to reveal the sweet, crushed pulossa cane.

The deer caught the scent, its ears popping straight up, its nose twitching.

Brynn Dharielle took a slow deep breath, holding her patience, though she wanted to run right up to the beautiful animal. She continued to move delicately and unthreateningly, her hand out. And then, almost anticlimactically, she was there, beside the deer, letting it lap the pulossa cane from her hand while she lovingly stroked its sleek, strong neck and rubbed it behind the ears.

She knew that she was being watched, monitored, and measured, but she didn’t care at that moment. All that mattered was the deer, this beautiful creature, this new friend she had just made.

What a wonderful spring day in the most wonderful place in all the world.

Over in the thicket not so far to the side, Belli’mar Juraviel put his head in his hands and groaned. Did this spirited young lady do anything by the rules? Ever?

But Juraviel was chuckling, too—and not out of helpless anger, not even out of frustration—but out of sheer surrender. Brynn Dharielle had charmed him, he had to admit. Never had the elf encountered a human female quite like her. She seemed possessed of two spirits: the warrior intensity of the To-gai-ru—the fierce nomadic riders of the steppe region of western Behren—combined with a level of playfulness and impertinence beyond anything Juraviel had ever seen, even in an elf! Her given name was Dharielle Tsochuk, but Lady Dasslerond had quickly added the name Brynn, in honor of the ancient elven heroine credited with aiding in the creation of Andur’Blough Inninness by relinquishing her life and soul to the spirit of a tree that became the heart of the enchanted valley. In the tongue of the Touel’alfar, brynn meant “butterfly,” and ironically, there was an elven word very similar to dharielle which meant a bee stinger. So Brynn Dharielle could be translated into “butterfly with a bee stinger,” and how appropriate a description Juraviel thought that to be for this little one!

“You were supposed to be hunting the deer, not befriending it,” Juraviel scolded, walking up to Brynn and her newfound pet—and the creature seemed quite relaxed, licking the last remnants of the pulossa cane from the girl’s hand.

“You instructed me to touch the deer,” the kneeling Brynn Dharielle replied, looking up at Juraviel, her smile gleaming brightly against her brown skin.

She was indeed a paradox, Juraviel recognized, both physically and emotionally. Her eyes were so bright, yet her irises so black. Her skin, typical of the To-gai-ru, was much darker than that of the people of Honce-the-Bear, and certainly darker than the smooth and delicate golden-hued skin of the Touel’alfar; and yet on Brynn Dharielle it seemed as if possessed of an inner glow. Inside she was the gentle huntress, the friend of deer and rabbit, and yet she was also a savage warrior, able to turn on primal instincts for survival when the elves brought her out for training in bi’nelle dasada.

So complex and yet so simple, and so possessed of the finer qualities of both human and elf. This one would do well, Juraviel knew, and he was glad that Lady Dasslerond had given him this task.

“The point of the lesson was for you to move up to the deer unnoticed,” Juraviel tried to explain. “The silent hunter.”

“Is it not better to befriend your enemies or your prey?” Brynn asked innocently. “An easy kill,” she said, looking into the deer’s huge eyes.

Juraviel doubted that claim, doubted if he could ever get Brynn to actually kill a deer unless—or perhaps even if—she was starving.

“That is not the way we intended the lesson,” Juraviel tried to explain.

“And did you not tell me that I should develop my own style?” Brynn asked without hesitation. Surely Juraviel wanted to drop his head into his hands yet again. The deer turned and started to wander away, and Brynn slapped it on the rump to get it moving more quickly. “Am I to be the imitation of every other ranger, then?” the girl asked, wiping her hands and standing up—and she was almost as tall as Juraviel. “Am I to be Andacanavar the strong, cleaving goblins with my great sword, or Nightbird, perhaps—the great Nightbird who went to Mount Aida to wage battle against the greatest enemy of all?” Her voice trailed away and she looked down.

For a cloud had crossed over Juraviel’s fair face.

“I am sorry,” Brynn offered.

Juraviel held up his hand, then lifted his face and managed a smile. “No,” he said. “No need for any apology; and no, you are not to be an imitation of any other ranger. In the case of the two you just named, though, I assure you that some imitation would not be a bad thing.”

“Mostly of Nightbird, right?” Brynn asked. “Tell me about him again.”

“There is so much to tell,” Juraviel replied.

“And we have all the day!” Brynn said happily. “You thought it would take me all day to pat the deer and yet it is still not midmorning and I have passed the test.”

Juraviel wanted to dispute that, but he found, against the girl’s disarming smile, that he could not. He suspected that Brynn had asked him about Elbryan the Nightbird only to heal any wounds she might have caused by her mentioning the dead ranger, but when he saw the joy and eagerness on her face and that dazzling and innocent—and yet he knew not so innocent!—smile, he could not resist.

And so he led her to a mossy bank, sat her down, and told her of Elbryan, the lost boy who had watched his town of Dundalis sacked by goblins; of Elbryan, the impetuous youngster, headstrong and prideful, who had so frustrated Tuntun of the Touel’alfar. And he told her of Nightbird, the man Elbryan had become, as mighty a ranger as Andur’Blough Inninness had ever produced; of Nightbird, who had gone to Aida to battle the demon dactyl and who had traveled back to the civilized lands to continue the battle against the demon’s eternal spirit. With tears filling his eyes, Belli’mar Juraviel told her of Nightbird, who had given his life to save the world.

Juraviel closed his eyes and described how Nightbird’s caisson was pulled by the centaur and then by Symphony, the most wondrous horse in all the world, through the streets of the great city of Palmaris, through the farmlands, and to the north to the town that had been his home.

When he finished, Juraviel opened his eyes, to find Brynn standing right before him, her expression full of sympathy and sadness. “Thank you,” she said and she gave her elven mentor a hug.

Juraviel led the girl away, along the spring-blossoming slopes and wooded thickets of the elven valley of Andur’Blough Inninness, back toward the heart of the enclave, the deepest part of the forest, sprinkled with tree houses and low, unobtrusive cottages. This was Caer’alfar, the home of the people, a place of song and of dance, of poetry and philosophy, and the spouting of wisdom gained in centuries of living. This was the very heart of the Touel’alfar, now as it had been for millennia, a place that many of the elven folk had believed eternal. But in the day of the dactyl, Lady Dasslerond had gone out to save Juraviel and some human refugees he had gathered together. The demon dactyl had come upon them and would have destroyed them all, but Dasslerond had used her potent magic, a powerful emerald gemstone, to transport herself, Juraviel, the humans, and, unintentionally, Bestesbulzibar, back to the elven valley; and there, before he ran away in defeat, Bestesbulzibar had left his lingering scar, a rot that infested the very ground and was slowly spreading.

On their way to Caer’alfar, Juraviel and Brynn passed that region of disease, and though a couple of years had passed the infection had not spread very far at all, only to a single tree, and that tree was still alive, though not blooming as vibrantly as in years past. To a human, the disease would not have seemed such a threat, but to the elves, who measured time so differently—who viewed the passing of a year as a human might view a month—it seemed as if Bestesbulzibar had begun a fire.

Juraviel winced at the sight, as he always did, for he could clearly see the illness within the tree, and he knew that it had come about because of his own choices. Perhaps he should have left the human refugees and continued on his quest for Aida with Nightbird and Jilseponie and Brother Avelyn. Lady Dasslerond had only gone out to face Bestesbulzibar, after all, because one of her own, one of the people, was out there. If Juraviel had been true to the tenets that guided the Touel’alfar, then the refugees would have been slain; but to the elven way of thinking, a few human lives were not worth the price of the rot within Andur’Blough Inninness. To the true elven way of thinking, the rot was too high a price to pay, even to save all the humans in the world.

More than a few of Juraviel’s brethren had reminded him of that fact these last months, this springtime bloom of illness. None had openly accused him, of course, but their songs reflected a melancholy, a wistfulness for what had been and what could never be again; and every reference shot a dart of pain into Belli’mar Juraviel’s heart.

His bright spot now was Brynn Dharielle, the butterfly with a bee stinger, the spirited lass who reminded Juraviel of why he had come to love Nightbird and Pony, even Avelyn and Roger Lockless. To Juraviel, Brynn embodied the best qualities of humanity, and he did not doubt that she would become one of the finest rangers, that her reputation would rise high among the ranks that included Terranen Dinoniel, half elf; Elbryan and Mather Wyndon; mighty Andacanavar of Alpinador; and the legendary heroes, Bimriel the wise and A’juge, who led Brother Allabarnet of the Abellican Church throughout the Wilderlands, seeding the inhospitable forest with bountiful fruit trees.

Brynn Dharielle, who had such trials ahead of her when she returned to her enslaved people of To-gai-ru, would take her rightful place, Juraviel believed, and he was thrilled that Lady Dasslerond had placed the girl in his care.

Except …

“When will I get to see him again?” Brynn asked innocently, and Juraviel knew of whom she was speaking.

He shrugged and wanted to let it go at that. But the girl, true to her spirit, persisted. “Tell me, please,” she said, rushing about Juraviel and intercepting him, forcing him to look at her directly. “The child—have you even named him yet?—when will I see him again? I would love to hold him and rock him to sleep, as my own mother used to do.”

Juraviel had no answer for her—none that she would want to hear, at least. Lady Dasslerond had made it quite clear to him that neither he nor Brynn was to have any contact at all with the child of Nightbird and Jilseponie. As great as that pain was for Juraviel, he knew that it was stronger for young Brynn. She wanted to see another human being; what could be more instinctual? Juraviel understood his own longing whenever he ventured out of Andur’Blough Inninness for too long. Humans needed the company of humans as much as the Touel’alfar needed others of their own kind. True, almost every one of the other rangers had gone through training without human contact, Nightbird included. But in this rare case, the elves had taken two humans in at the same time, and that knowledge of proximity, of possibility, made the girl’s heart long all the more for human companionship.

Even more than that, Brynn repeatedly told Juraviel that she could help care for the child, and promised with all her heart that she would do a good job; and Juraviel understood the truth of her claim even better than she. Both Brynn and the child would greatly benefit, he knew.

“If I pass your test the way you intended?” Brynn asked, her smile ever hopeful. “If I sneak up on the deer and slap it hard on the rump instead of letting it know me as a friend?”

Belli’mar Juraviel took a long, deep breath, changing his focus from the girl’s beaming face to the image of rot within the valley, the disease that had come from the actions of Touel’alfar who bent the rules—even as Juraviel had done by transforming duty to friendship with n’Touel’alfar; by Dasslerond in bringing both Juraviel and the humans back to the valley, thus opening the way for Bestesbulzibar; by Nightbird for teaching Pony bi’nelle dasada, the most secretive elven fighting technique. So many of their guiding principles had been temporarily abandoned, and Juraviel had to admit the truth: had the true elven tenets been followed, though the human world might be a darker place, Andur’Blough Inninness would remain healthy and the threat that valuable elven secrets would soon be in the hands of humans would be nonexistent. He pictured the rot and reminded himself of all of that, and so his words came out more sternly than poor Brynn could ever have expected.

“The child is not your concern,” he declared flatly. “I doubt that the babe even remains within Caer’alfar, and if he does, then Brynn Dharielle would do well to stay far away from him, on pain of great punishment.”

“But I—”

“No buts,” Juraviel interrupted. “This is not a matter for discussion. You are in training here—you would do well to remind yourself of that. And to remind yourself of the plight of your people, of the death of your parents. Find your heart, Brynn Dharielle, and your focus, for all our sakes.”

The girl appeared confused, which Juraviel understood, given his sudden mood shift and the barrage of overwhelming responsibilities he had just placed upon her. She stared at him for a few moments, blinking her eyes, then wiping her sleeve across one. Then she turned and sprinted away.

Juraviel nodded. He had done his proper duty to the Touel’alfar.

He was still looking down the path she had run when he saw another figure step into view, moving his way.

“The memory still pains her,” Lady Dasslerond remarked, glancing back at the trail where Brynn had disappeared. “Thus it still inspires her. That is a good thing.”

Juraviel nodded, but he was staring at Dasslerond and not at the trail, wondering how much of his last conversation the lady had heard and wondering how much she had been paying attention to him and Brynn, in more quiet ways, over the last days. Juraviel understood that his position with Dasslerond was somewhat tentative these days. When he thought about it—again, forcing himself to stay fully within the Touel’alfar view of the world and tenets of behavior—he really couldn’t blame her.

He told her, then, of Brynn Dharielle’s remarkable achievement that morning with the deer. Not even Andacanavar had been so close to a deer at this young age; and, in this test at least, Andacanavar of Alpinador had previously held the benchmark. “Her fighting progresses,” Juraviel finished, “but her understanding of the natural world is truly amazing—more akin to the Touel’alfar than to the humans.” He knew as soon as he finished, as soon as he heard the words and then saw Lady Dasslerond’s scowl, that his choice of phrasing hadn’t been particularly diplomatic.

“She is human,” Lady Dasslerond was quick to remind him, “n’Touel’alfar. Never forget that.”

Belli’mar Juraviel lowered his gaze submissively.

“But she is also To-gai-ru,” the lady went on. “And as such, she is a horsewoman, first and foremost. Her people are as close to the land as any humans in all the world, even more so than the Alpinadorans. Before we took her to Caer’alfar, before her clan was overrun by fanatical Behrenese soldiers, her parents murdered, and her village burned to the ground, she was already an accomplished rider, though she had not yet seen her ninth winter. If her legs were longer and stronger, as they will become, our Brynn could outride the finest Allheart knights.”

An image of the budding ranger upon Symphony flashed in Juraviel’s mind, but he let it go quickly, too pained to imagine anyone but Nightbird atop the magnificent stallion. He closed his eyes and saw again Symphony pulling the caisson bearing Nightbird’s body to the north.

“What will her years with us do to diminish that riding ability?” Lady Dasslerond asked.

Juraviel looked into his lady’s eyes, at first wondering if she was being sarcastic, but then understanding the sincerity of her question. What indeed? The Touel’alfar could ride horses, and ride them well, but their riding style—often using their wings for balance—was not adaptable to humans. Also, the Touel’alfar preferred to use their legs and their wings rather than ride, for they could travel great distances, and swiftly, on their own. Given that, there were no fine riding horses in Andur’Blough Inninness, certainly none “broken” in the manner that any human would be able to ride.

“We cannot take that away from her,” Lady Dasslerond went on. “Above all else, Brynn will need to perfect her riding skills to the very highest level if she is to return to her people with any manner of stature.”

It was true enough, Juraviel knew. The To-gai-ru valued their pinto ponies above their children and measured themselves mostly based on how well they could ride one of those tough and strong beasts. Any To-gai-ru aspiring to a position of leadership would have to outride his or her competitors.

“Many of her lessons must soon center around riding,” Lady Dasslerond explained. “Perhaps you and she can find a way to adapt the To-gai-ru riding style with bi’nelle dasada.”

“We can catch a horse this day,” Juraviel replied, and he chuckled, imagining Brynn Dharielle walking right up to one of the wild horses in Andur’Blough Inninness and coaxing it back to Caer’alfar. “And begin the training process, on horse first and then with Brynn.”

Lady Dasslerond was shaking her head before he finished. “There are no horses in Andur’Blough Inninness suitable for the girl,” she explained. “This will be her greatest challenge, her chance to bring our gifts to her to their pinnacle, and as such, we must give her the proper tools.”

Juraviel narrowed his gaze, hardly believing what his lady was saying. “You wish me to go to To-gai?” he asked doubtfully.

“That is not possible,” Lady Dasslerond was quick to answer. “No, my eyes look in a different direction, to call in the favor of a friend.”

“Bradwarden,” Juraviel stated, finally catching on, but then his expression turned to one of doubt. “Are you thinking that Brynn Dharielle should ride Symphony?”

Lady Dasslerond rocked back at the notion, apparently caught off guard but also apparently intrigued.

“She could not begin to handle that one,” Juraviel said. The thought of anyone other than Elbryan or Jilseponie riding Symphony didn’t sit well with the elf. “She is not nearly large enough to control the horse,” he went on. “Her legs would not reach around Symphony’s considerable girth, and never would Symphony even feel the press of her skinny limbs.”

“Tuntun rode him,” Lady Dasslerond reminded him; for indeed, Tuntun had ridden Symphony all the way to the Barbacan in pursuit of Avelyn’s party. “She was no larger than Brynn.”

“But she was stronger,” said Juraviel, “with muscles honed by years and years of training.”

“You do not wish to see Symphony given to Brynn,” Lady Dasslerond noted slyly.

“I do not believe that Symphony can be given to anyone,” Juraviel answered. “By Nightbird’s own description to me—supported by Bradwarden—Symphony chose him as much as he chose the horse.”

“And if Symphony accepted her?”

Juraviel didn’t reply, just stood there staring at the lady.

“You do not believe her worthy of Nightbird’s mount,” Dasslerond went on, easily gaining the upper hand now, “as Tuntun did not believe Nightbird worthy of Mather’s sword.”

“Nightbird taught her differently.”

“As Brynn will teach you,” Lady Dasslerond said. “Go out this week, Belli’mar Juraviel. Find Bradwarden, the centaur, and discover his feelings on this matter. You will enjoy the visit with your old friend, I believe, and with Roger Lockless, who is rumored to be in Dundalis with the centaur.”

Juraviel didn’t begin to disagree.

“Return with a horse for Brynn Dharielle,” the lady instructed. “Remember that she will carry on the responsibilities of a ranger, as did Nightbird, and that her road will be no less fraught with danger. And remember, Belli’mar Juraviel, that much of the power Brynn Dharielle will find will come as a result of her horsemanship.

“Choose well,” she continued, her tone friendly but stern. “When you are with Bradwarden you will learn if that horse is to be Symphony, and if you see the way clear, do not let your personal jealousies defeat our cause.”

Juraviel straightened, recognizing clearly that he had just been put in his place, in no uncertain terms. Lady Dasslerond was placing her trust in him; she could have sent any of the others to Bradwarden with instructions to retrieve Symphony. No, this was a test, Juraviel understood, a way for the lady to measure whether or not he intended to repeat the same errors he had made with Elbryan and Jilseponie. At that moment, Belli’mar Juraviel realized that he would return with mighty Symphony, if the centaur and the horse would agree to it.

“There is one other matter for you to investigate while you are in the lands of the humans,” the lady added. “Our scouts have reported that the gemstones Jilseponie used were never recovered after the battle in Chasewind Manor.”

“The Touel’alfar have never been concerned with the magical gemstones,” Juraviel replied, “except for the emerald given to you. They are the domain of the humans, by your own words.”

“And I mean them for a human,” Lady Dasslerond interrupted. “Have we not discussed this? The child will be all that his father was and all that his mother once was. We will teach him the sword and the magic.”

Juraviel thought back to that fateful day. Brother Francis had been the first one into the room, he remembered; but if Francis had found the stones, he would have turned them over to the Church immediately and so they would not still be missing. But there was another in the area of the battle, according to the version of the tale Juraviel had heard, another human with a reputation for light fingers. He looked at Dasslerond, and she nodded and walked away. She had a pretty good idea that he could locate the missing gemstones, Juraviel knew.

Yes, Juraviel had a good idea who had the stones.

Eager to see his old friends again, the elf was out of Andur’Blough Inninness that very night.


Chapter 8
 [image: ]

Diplomacy

ABBOT AGRONGUERRE HELD HIS BREATH AS HIS GUESTS AT ST. BELFOUR—PRINCE Midalis and the two barbarians Andacanavar and Bruinhelde—entered the study. The abbot had purposely removed the room’s normally comfortable chairs, replacing them with five straight, hard-backed seats arranged in a circle with no apparent “head” position. Brother Haney would be the fifth in attendance, seated away from Agronguerre—again purposefully, for the abbot wanted his guests to feel as if this was a meeting of comrades and friends and not a drawing of lines between Vanguard and Alpinador, between Church and barbarian.

He watched the expressions of the two Alpinadorans carefully, nodding his agreement when Prince Midalis quickly took the seat to Brother Haney’s right, thus leaving the chairs on either side of the abbot for their guests. Bruinhelde seemed to bristle a bit, but Andacanavar calmed him with a pat on the shoulder, motioning for him to take the seat to Agronguerre’s left, while the ranger slid easily into the seat to the abbot’s right.

That scene fit in well with what Midalis had told him about the Alpinadoran leaders, Agronguerre realized. The Prince had indicated that the ranger Andacanavar was by far the more worldly and friendly of the pair; and that Bruinhelde, though obviously an ally, was more set in the ways of his northern people and far more suspicious of the Vanguardsmen, and particularly of the Church, whose precepts were not in any way in accord with the Alpinadoran perception of God—or, in their case, of the gods, for their pantheon of deities was quite extensive.

When the pair were seated, and after a moment of uncomfortable silence, Prince Midalis began to speak, but Agronguerre, as the host, interrupted him immediately.

“A glorious victory on the field this morning,” the abbot said, nodding in turn to each of his guests, “though we grieve for your losses, as we grieve for our own.”

“Temorstaad died bravely,” the stern Bruinhelde answered, his voice halting and accented, revealing his lack of command of the language. “I hope I may die as well.”

Agronguerre widened his eyes at that for just a moment, until he realized that Bruinhelde wasn’t calling for his own death, but was merely indicating that he hoped he would die as honorably as had Temorstaad.

“We do not grieve for those killed in battle as you might,” Andacanavar tried to explain.

“We, too, pray that we might die honorably,” Midalis put in.

“Though we surely pray that more of our enemies will find such a fate,” Abbot Agronguerre dared to chime in, somewhat lightheartedly. He thought he had just committed his first blunder of the meeting when Bruinhelde fixed him with a confused stare, but then the barbarian leader chuckled and nodded.

With the tension alleviated, for the moment at least, Agronguerre bade Andacanavar and Midalis to lead them to the purpose for the meeting, a discussion concerning their continued alliance in the effort to rid the region of the minions of the demon dactyl. It went well for some time, rolling along, with plans for future tactics interspersed with reminders of the victory that day on the field, and even a remark from Bruinhelde that he thought Midalis and his riders had performed bravely and honorably.

It didn’t slip past Agronguerre, though, that the barbarian seemed reluctant to offer any thanks or praise for the efforts of the monks; and that, the wise abbot feared, would be the true test of the depth of this unlikely alliance.

“With strength of sword and strength of magic, we will sweep the land of the goblins,” the excited Brother Haney remarked at one point. The room fell silent, and Agronguerre could sense Bruinhelde tightening at his side. He turned slowly and deliberately to face the proud Alpinadoran, held up his hand to ward off attempts by both Andacanavar and Midalis to try to deflect the conversation back to more common ground.

“You mistrust my Church and our use of the gemstone magic,” he said bluntly to Bruinhelde. Before the barbarian could respond, he added, “As we, who do not know of or understand the ways of the folk of Alpinador, mistrust many of your traditions and beliefs. That is ignorance, on both our parts, and it is something, I fear, that neither of us will be able to overcome at a meeting or in any short amount of time.”

Bruinhelde’s expression became more curious than angry, and he looked past Agronguerre to Andacanavar, who immediately translated the abbot’s words and sentiments into the Alpinadoran language.

“Given that, we both must put our suspicions and even our anger aside,” the abbot went on. “You need not trust our techniques, as we do not trust yours, but trust only that our goal is the same as your own: to rid the region of goblins and powries and giants. Take faith, my ally, that our magic and our ways will not be turned against you, that we are your allies in this and that we truly value that alliance.”

He paused and let Andacanavar translate again, just to make sure that there would be no misunderstanding between them on this most crucial point, and he took some hope as Bruinhelde nodded, his stern expression beginning to brighten.

“I know that I overstepped my bounds as an ally when I tried to use the gemstone magic on your fallen companion,” the abbot said. “And I do not agree with your decision to refuse such treatment for Temorstaad.” Brother Haney gasped at the admission, Prince Midalis widened his eyes in surprise that Agronguerre would even bring up such a difficult subject, and Bruinhelde surely tightened once again at the mention.

The abbot, though, pressed ahead. “But I respect your decision and assure you that neither I nor any of my brethren will make such an intrusion against your ways as that again,” he said. The ranger beside him was quick to translate. “However, Bruinhelde, my ally, should you see a different course as time goes along, as we each become more used to the other’s ways, I, and all of my brethren, would accept any change of mind on your part. If you come to believe that the gemstone magic is a valuable tool for healing the wounded, as it is a tool for battling our common enemies, then I will work tirelessly to alleviate the suffering of Alpinadorans, as I try now to do for the men of Vanguard, the men who claim allegiance to my Church.”

“And you expect that we, too, will make such a claim of allegiance?” Andacanavar interjected before Bruinhelde could.

“I do not,” the abbot answered sincerely. “I expect, and have seen, that your people will battle for the sake of my own, as my own will battle for the sake of yours. I ask no concessions, no abandonment of ways or traditions, no premise that the Abellican Church is superior and correct.”

“Abbot!” Brother Haney blurted, but Agronguerre merely laughed.

“Of course, I view the Abellican Church as the true way to paradise, and hope that everyone in all the world will come to see the same light of truth as I,” Agronguerre admitted, his tone lighthearted and not in the least intimidating. “But that, I fear, is a personal decision, a choice that must come from within, and not through any pressure applied by brothers. Missionaries should spread their views with tolerance of difference, my friend.”

“And they should listen as often as they speak,” the ranger replied.

“Indeed,” agreed Agronguerre. “And even more than that, I assure you that in this common cause, the brothers of St. Belfour are not missionaries. Certainly not! We believe that the joining of our forces against the common enemy will be to the betterment of both Vanguardsmen and Alpinadorans. This is not about who serves the correct God.”

Andacanavar looked past the abbot to Bruinhelde, and Agronguerre, too, turned to regard the pivotal leader.

“You will use no magic to tend my wounded,” Bruinhelde said determinedly, “not even if one is near death, as was Temorstaad. And take care that none of your magical attacks falls over my brethren!” he warned.

“But you do not wish us to stop throwing lightning and fire at the goblins,” Abbot Agronguerre reasoned.

“Gilnegist clokclok gilnegist beyaggen inder fleequelt bene duGodder,” Bruinhelde replied, settling back in his chair and crossing his huge arms over his chest, his expression contented.

Agronguerre immediately turned back to the smiling Andacanavar.

“ ‘Demon battling demon brings joy to the godly man,’ ” the ranger translated.

Brother Haney seemed as if he would jump up and shout out against the obvious insult, but the abbot of St. Belfour gave a great belly laugh and turned back to Bruinhelde. “Exactly!” he said with obvious irony. “Exactly!” He laughed some more, and Bruinhelde joined in and then the others, somewhat more tentatively, and it ended when Abbot Agronguerre, in all seriousness, extended his hand to the barbarian leader. Bruinhelde stared at the man and the gesture for a moment, then clasped Agronguerre’s wrist firmly.

And so the alliance was sealed, with a mutual understanding of common benefit if not friendship. The rest of the meeting went beautifully, mostly rallying cheers designed to bring up the level of excitement for the battles that lay ahead and the shared confidence that, joined as one, the humans would drive out the minions of evil Bestesbulzibar.

Prince Midalis lingered behind when Brother Haney led the two Alpinadorans back to the gate of St. Belfour. “I had feared that you would hold to your anger from the events on the field concerning Temorstaad,” he admitted to Agronguerre as soon as they were alone. “To press your opinion on that matter would have proven disastrous.”

“It took me a long while to purge my heart of that anger,” Agronguerre admitted, “but I recognize the greater good and understand that all of your work in bringing the barbarians to our cause has been nothing short of miraculous, my friend. I would not destroy those efforts for the sake of my own pride. And I know, too, that with or without the gemstone magic, Temorstaad will not be the only man to die in this campaign.”

“True enough,” Midalis solemnly agreed. “But now, at least, we can look forward to the war with true hope.” He paused and gave Agronguerre a sly look. “And when it is finished, perhaps you can begin the task of converting Bruinhelde and his brethren.”

That brought laughter from both, which increased when Agronguerre, in all seriousness, replied, “Perhaps I would rather try to sway Bestesbulzibar and his minions.”

If the specter of death itself had walked into his office, Abbot Braumin Herde’s expression would have been no less incredulous and no less horrified.

De’Unnero came swaggering in, walking with confidence—with a smile, even—right up to the new abbot’s desk. He bent low, placing his hands upon the lacquered wood, staring down at Braumin Herde. His eyes sparkled with the same intensity Braumin remembered from their days together at St.-Mere-Abelle, the fire that always had the younger monks on edge whenever Master De’Unnero was around, the same fire that had made the dangerous man a legend among the younger brothers.

“You seem surprised to see me,” De’Unnero said innocently.

Abbot Braumin couldn’t even begin to respond, had no words to convey the astonishment and trepidation churning within him.

“You believed me dead?” De’Unnero asked, as if the thought were absurd.

“The fight at Chasewind Manor …” Abbot Braumin began, but he just ended up shaking his head. He was still sitting, wasn’t even sure if his legs would support him if he tried to stand. And all the while, the monk was well aware that Marcalo De’Unnero, perhaps the most dangerous monk to ever walk out of St.-Mere-Abelle, could reach across the desk and kill him quickly and easily.

“I was there,” De’Unnero confirmed. “I tried to defend Father Abbot Markwart, as was my solemn duty.”

“Markwart is dead and buried,” Braumin said, growing a bit more confident as he considered the events and the fact that De’Unnero was without allies within Palmaris. “Buried and discredited.”

If De’Unnero was surprised, he hid it well.

“Elbryan the Nightbird, too, died in the battle,” Abbot Braumin went on, and he thought he saw a hint of a smile touch De’Unnero’s face. “A great loss to all the world.”

De’Unnero nodded, though his expression hardly revealed any agreement with the sentiment, more an acknowledgment of Braumin’s opinion.

Finally, the abbot did manage to stand up and face De’Unnero squarely. “Where have you been?” he demanded. “We have just passed through our darkest and most confused days—we nearly lost all to King Danube—and we are not even certain of where we now stand within the kingdom or among the populace. And yet, where is Abbot De’Unnero during all of this? Where is the man who will reveal the truth of Father Abbot Markwart’s fall?”

“Perhaps it is a truth I did not believe the Church was ready to hear,” De’Unnero replied forcefully. He stood back, though, and chuckled. “Markwart erred,” he admitted, and those two words coming from the mouth of this man nearly knocked Abbot Braumin off his feet. “As did De’Unnero in trusting him.”

“He was possessed by Bestesbulzibar,” Abbot Braumin dared to remark. That proclamation brought De’Unnero back to his fine edge of anger, eyes shining dangerously.

“How dare you make such a claim?”

“You just said—”

“That he erred,” said De’Unnero. “And so I believe he did. He erred in his obsession with the followers of Avelyn Desbris. Better to let the lot of you play out your philosophies, that your own errors might be laid bare for all to see.”

“You come back here to speak such nonsense?” Abbot Braumin asked, walking around the desk, for he did not like the way that De’Unnero was using it as a prop to gain a physical advantage. “If you are of Markwart’s mind, then know that your ideas have been discredited.”

“Because Father Abbot Markwart was possessed by Bestesbulzibar?” De’Unnero asked skeptically.

“Yes!” the abbot of St. Precious snapped. “By the words of Jilseponie herself!” He didn’t miss the flash of anger that crossed De’Unnero’s face at the mention of the woman. “She, who survived the fight with Markwart, who went to him spiritually to do battle, saw the truth of the man, saw the alliance he had made with the most foul demon.”

De’Unnero began laughing before Braumin finished the sentence. “And you would expect her to say differently?” he asked. “Would she admit, then, that Father Abbot Markwart was possessed by angels?”

“You have missed so much,” Braumin replied.

“I have witnessed more than you believe from afar.”

“Then where have you been?” the abbot demanded. “As we passed our trials with King Danube and Duke Kalas—now Baron of Palmaris—where was Marcalo De’Unnero? As we began our inquisition into the disposition of Father Abbot Markwart, where was De’Unnero? Did you fear, perhaps, that you would be brought to answer for your crimes?”

“Fear?” echoed the former abbot, the former bishop of Palmaris. “And pray tell me what crimes I might have to answer for, good Abbot. Aloysius Crump?” he asked, referring to a merchant whom he, acting as bishop, had arrested and subsequently executed. “Tried and convicted of hiding gemstones, when the edict of the Father Abbot was that I should confiscate every one. What then have I done to deserve such words as these? I stood by Father Abbot Markwart, as I was trained to do at St.-Mere-Abelle, as you were trained to do before Master Jojonah poisoned your heart with his silly beliefs. Yes, my friend, I will speak honestly with you and will not begin to pretend that I mourn the death of the heretic Jojonah. And, yes, I freely admit that I acted the part of Father Abbot Markwart’s second and followed his commands, the orders of the rightful leader of the Abellican Church, as any soldier would follow the orders of King Danube. Am I to be called to account for that? Will Braumin Herde place me under arrest and try me publicly? Who next, then, fool? Will you find those who came with Father Abbot Markwart to St. Precious on his first visit and try them for their actions in taking the centaur, Bradwarden, prisoner? But wait, was not your own dear friend, Brother Dellman, among that group? What of the guards in St.-Mere-Abelle who watched over Bradwarden and the doomed Chilichunks in the dungeons of our home abbey? Tell me, abbot of St. Precious, if you mean to punish them as well.” De’Unnero shook his head and laughed wickedly, then came forward to stand face-to-face with the abbot, his eyes locked in a fanatical glare. “Pray tell me, abbot reformer, what you will do with all those brothers and all the townsfolk who dragged your precious Master Jojonah through the streets of St.-Mere-Abelle town and tortured him and burned him at the stake. Are they all guilty, as you hint that I am? Shall we build rows of stakes to satiate your lust for revenge?”

“Markwart has been discredited,” Abbot Braumin said grimly and determinedly. “He was wrong, Brother De’Unnero, as were you in following him blindly.”

De’Unnero backed off a step, though he continued to hold fast that wicked grin of his, the look he had perfected years before, that made it seem as if he held the upper hand in every confrontation, as if he, De’Unnero, somehow knew more than his opponents could begin to understand. “Even if what you say is true, I expect to be formally welcomed back into the Church,” he said.

“You must account for the last months,” Abbot Braumin declared, but De’Unnero was shaking his head even as the words came out.

“I must account for nothing,” he replied. “I needed time to sort through the tumultuous events, and so I left. Can less be said of Braumin and his cohorts and their flight to the Barbacan?”

Braumin’s expression turned incredulous.

“If I am called to account for my actions of the last year, dear Braumin Herde, then know that you and your friends will likewise face the inquisition,” De’Unnero said confidently. “Your side won the conflict in Palmaris, that much is obvious, and the victor might write the histories in his manner of choosing; but St. Precious is not so large and important a place when measured against St.-Mere-Abelle, and I, and Father Markwart, did not leave that place without allies.

“I have returned, brother,” De’Unnero finished, holding wide his arms. “Accept that as fact and think well before you choose to begin a war against me.”

Braumin winced and did indeed begin to reflect on the man’s words. He hated De’Unnero as much as he had hated Markwart, but did he really have any kind of a case for action against the man? There were rumors that De’Unnero had murdered Baron Bildeborough, rumors Abbot Braumin believed wholeheartedly. But they were just that, rumors, and if there was any evidence of the crime, Braumin hadn’t seen it. Marcalo De’Unnero had been Markwart’s principal bully, a brute who reveled in the fight, who punished mercilessly those who disagreed with him.

De’Unnero had viciously battled Elbryan, and the wound that had eventually brought down the ranger had been inflicted by a tiger’s paw, the favored weapon of this man.

But were De’Unnero’s actions in that last fight, when Jilseponie and Elbryan had invaded Chasewind Manor with the express purpose of killing the Father Abbot of the Abellican Church, really a crime?

Braumin thought so, but had not Master Francis tried to stop the ranger from entering Chasewind Manor earlier? Did that make Francis a criminal as well? Braumin winced again and tried to find some answer. To him, De’Unnero was indeed a criminal, and he knew that he would not be the only one who saw the dangerous man that way. Certainly Jilseponie would do battle with De’Unnero if ever she saw him again—on sight and to the death.

Then it hit Braumin squarely, the realization that the timing of this meeting was much more than coincidence. How strange that De’Unnero had walked back into St. Precious on the same day Jilseponie had left Palmaris for the northland!

Bolstered by the notion that the dangerous man might harbor some fear of Jilseponie, Braumin Herde squared his shoulders. “I am the abbot of St. Precious,” he declared, “sanctioned by Church and Crown, by King Danube himself, and backed by Abbot Je’howith of St. Honce and by all the brethren of St. Precious. I’ll not relinquish the position.”

“And I am simply cast aside?”

“You left,” Braumin insisted, “without explanation, without, many would say, just cause.”

“That was my choice.”

“A choice that cost you your appointment at St. Precious,” said Braumin, and then he snorted. “Do you believe that the people of Palmaris or that Duke Kalas, who has publicly professed his hatred for you, will support your return to this position?”

“I believe that the choice is for the Church alone,” De’Unnero replied calmly, seeming entirely unshaken by Braumin’s blunt attacks. “But the point is irrelevant, because I have no further designs on St. Precious, or upon this wretched city at all. I only came here to fill a vacancy at the request of my Father Abbot. You see my loyalty to him as a crime, but given the doctrine of the Church, that is a ridiculous assertion. I am confident that if we battled for this position at the College of Abbots—which I assume will soon be called—I would prevail. My service to St.-Mere-Abelle cannot be undone by your passions, nor can it be twisted into something perverse and evil.

“But fear not, too-young abbot, for I am no threat to your coveted post,” De’Unnero went on. “Indeed, I am glad that you are here; I only hope that all of the other followers of Jojonah and Avelyn will flock here beside you. Better that you all fester in this place of minor importance, while I attend to the greater workings of the Church in St.-Mere-Abelle.”

Braumin Herde wanted to shout out at the man, to call for the guards and put this wretched criminal in prison, but when he considered it all, he knew that he could do little, really, and that any actions he took against De’Unnero now could have very serious implications at the forthcoming College of Abbots, repercussions that Braumin and his friends could ill afford. For De’Unnero, though his title as bishop had been revoked and his stewardship as abbot of St. Precious had been rightfully turned over to Braumin, was still a ranking master of the Abellican Order, a monk of many accomplishments, a strong leader with a place and a voice within the Church.

A very loud and obnoxious voice, Abbot Braumin understood.

Prince Midalis and Andacanavar sat on a large wet rock overlooking the Gulf of Corona, holding stoically against gusting and unseasonably cold ocean winds and stinging drizzle.

“I keep hoping that we will see a sail, or a hundred,” Midalis admitted.

“That your brother will send the help you requested?” the ranger asked.

“Two score Allheart knights and a brigade of Kingsmen would bolster our cause against the goblins,” Midalis remarked.

“Where are they, then?” Andacanavar asked. “Your brother sits as king in a land that, by all reports, has defeated the threat. Why has he not sent his soldiers to aid in your—in our—cause?”

Midalis honestly had no answer to that. “I suspect that he is embroiled in other pressing matters,” he answered. “Perhaps rogue bands of monsters remain.”

“Or maybe he has his soldiers busy in keeping order in a kingdom gone crazy,” the ranger reasoned, and that raised Midalis’ eyebrows.

“I have seen such things before,” Andacanavar went on. “The aftermath of war can be more dangerous than the war itself.”

Midalis shook his head and stared back out over the dark waters.

“Where are they, then?” Andacanavar asked. “Where are the ships and the brave Allheart knights? Is your brother so deaf to your call?”

Prince Midalis had no answers. Whatever the reason, it was becoming obvious to him that this fight in Vanguard was his alone among the nobility of Honce-the-Bear. He glanced from the cold and dark waters of the Mirianic back to his ranger companion, and took heart in the sight of the great and noble warrior.

For, whether his brother, the King, came to his aid or not, the Duke of Vanguard—the Prince of Honce-the-Bear—knew that he and his people were no longer alone in their fight.

She looked up at the sky and noted the dark, heavy clouds. There would be more rain; every day, it seemed, more stormy weather rolled in from the Mirianic, pounding Falidean Bay and Falidean town, soaking the ground where they had buried poor Brennilee, turning the dirt to mud. That ground had still been hard when they had put the child into it, and some of the men digging the grave had muttered that they hoped they had put Brennilee down far enough to keep her from the rains.

Merry Cowsenfed prayed—prayed mostly that the torrents wouldn’t bring up the little box into which they had placed Brennilee. That had happened several times in Falidean town during heavy storms: coffins sometimes rotted through so that you could see the decomposed corpses, floating right out of the ground. Merry stifled a cry and shook her head as her darkest fears and deepest pain led her to imagine the sight of her beautiful, precious Brennilee rotting within that box.

The woman melted down to her knees, head bent, shoulders heaving with sobs. They could rebury the child, she thought.

Yes, soon enough. They could dig up the grave and bury the child down deeper.

Merry Cowsenfed looked down at the rosy spots on her own forearm and nodded. For, yes, she knew, the gravediggers would be working again soon enough.

“Merry!” came a call from the road behind her. Without rising up, the drenched woman glanced back over her shoulder to see about a score gathered there. She couldn’t make out many faces, but she did recognize Thedo Crayle and his wife, Dinny, the little Haggarty boy, and one or two others; and from the one thing she knew all those she recognized had in common, Merry could pretty much guess the remainder of the group.

They were the sick of Falidean, people with the rosy spots, and with the awful fever and stomach-churning to follow soon enough.

Merry pulled herself up and pulled her shawl tight about her shoulders, bending her head against the driving rain.

“Ye come with us, Merry,” said Dinny Crayle in her gentle voice as she met the grieving woman and put her arms about Merry’s shoulders. “We’re going to St. Gwendolyn, we are, to ask the abbess to help us.”

Merry looked at her, at all the desperate and sick townsfolk, but there was no hope on her strained features. “Ye’ll be turned away,” she said. “The monks won’t be helpin’ with the plague. They’ll be hidin’ from it, as do our kin.”

“Cowards all!” one blustery man cried out. “The abbess’ll open her door, or we’ll knock the damned thing down!”

That brought a chorus of cheers, cries wrought of anger and of determination, but Merry’s voice rose above them.

“Ye’re knowin’ the rules!” she yelled. “Ye got the rosy plague, so ye stay put and make yer peace with God and accept yer fate.”

“Damn the rules!” another man yelled out.

“Ye got the plague!” Merry yelled back. “Ye stay put, then, so as ye don’t go bringin’ it to all the other towns o’ the kingdom.”

“Damn the rules!” the same man cried.

“But ye know we’re to die, then, and horribly,” Dinny Crayle said to Merry. “Ye know we’re to take the fever and get all crazy, and call out for dead ones, and jerk about all horrible until our arms and legs ache and bruise. And ye’ll get the weeps. And then ye’ll die, and if ye’re lucky, someone else with the rosies’ll take the time to put ye in the ground—or might that they’ll just drop ye off the road and let the birds peck at yer blind eyes.”

A couple of the nearby children started wailing, and so did several of the adults, but mostly, the adults cried that the rules were wrong and that the monks must help them.

“No God’ll let us die like that,” another woman insisted.

“Forty-three dead in the town already,” Thedo Crayle reminded Merry, “forty-three, with yer own Brennilee among ’em. And another fifty’ve got it. At least fifty, and probably with twice that number gettin’ it but not yet knowin’ that they be doomed. That’s near to a hunnerd, Merry. A hunnerd out o’ eleven hunnerd in all Falidean town. Stay put, ye say? Bah to that. The whole town’ll fall dead soon enough.”

“But might be only our town,” Merry tried to reason.

Thedo scoffed. “How many boats’ve come in since we learned o’ the plague? And how many just before that? And where’d it come to us from, if all who got it stayed home? No, good Merry, it’s out and was so before it found Falidean town. The rosy’s out and runnin’, don’t ye doubt, and them monks’ve got to do somethin’ about it. We’re goin’ to St. Gwendolyn, with ye or without ye. We’ll get our Abbess Delenia and her sisters and brothers to heal us.”

“Brother Avelyn kilt the demon, so they’re sayin’,” Dinny added, “and if them monks’re killin’ the dactyl demon, then they’re strong enough to kill the rosies!”

Another cheer went up, and the group started down the long muddy road, with Dinny Crayle holding fast to her friend Merry, guiding the woman along. Merry looked back repeatedly at Brennilee’s little grave marker, her instincts screaming in protest at the thought of leaving her little girl behind. What would happen to Brennilee if Merry died in some distant land? Who would they put in the ground beside her little girl, or would they even bother to bury Brennilee again if her little coffin churned up? Truly, Merry’s heart broke. She didn’t believe that the Abellican monks could, or would, help them, but she went along anyway.

Mostly it was sheer weakness, the inability to resist Dinny’s pull, the inability to break away from the only comforting hands that had found her stooped shoulders these last days, since she had begun to show signs of the rosy plague.

The group took up a song soon after, a chanting prayer that spoke of the hope and redemption offered by the Abellican Church, that spoke of St. Abelle, the healer of souls, the healer of bodies.


[image: ]

I had to get out of there.

I knew beyond anything else that I had to get out of Palmaris, away from that place of pain and turmoil. It was overwhelming me—all of it. It was paralyzing me with pain and most of all with doubt.

I had to get back on the road to the north, to my home: a simpler place by far. In Dundalis, in all the Timberlands, the pressures of survival overrule many of the trappings of civilization. In the wild Timberlands, where the domain of nature dominates that of mankind, the often-too-confusing concepts of right and wrong are replaced by the simpler concept of consequences. In the wilds of the Timberlands, you choose your course, you act upon that trail, and you accept—for what else might you do?—the consequences of those choices and actions. Had I lost Elbryan to a mistaken handhold while scaling a cliff face rather than in battling a demon spirit, then, I believe, I could have more easily accepted his death. The pain, the sense of loss, would have been no less profound, of course, but it would have been outside the realm of the more personal questions the actual conditions fostered. It would have been a simple reality based upon simple reality, and not a reality of loss based upon some philosophical questions of morality and justice. Would such an accidental loss of my love have been more senseless?

Of that I am not sure, and, thus, I had to get out of there.

My decision to go disappointed many. I have weakened my allies, I fear, and bolstered my enemies. To those looking upon me from afar, it seems as if I chose the easier road.

They think that I am running away. Friends and enemies believe that I have retreated from my fight, have fled from the peril. I cannot completely disagree, for my stance on the larger battle within Honce-the-Bear now seems to me as intangible as the battlefield itself. Are we fighting a demon spirit or the very nature of mankind? Was Markwart an aberration or an inevitability? How many revolutions have been fought by people espousing a more enlightened way, a greater truth, a greater justice, only to see the victors fall into the same human failings as their predecessors?

Yes, I fear I have come to question the value of the war itself.

Perhaps I am running away from the confusion, from the noise of aftermath, that unsettling scrambling to fill the power vacancies. But in the final measure, I am not running away from the greater battle; of this, I am certain. Nor will my road truly be easier. I have come to recognize now that I am charging headlong into the most personal and potentially devastating battle I have ever fought. I am running to confront the most basic questions of my existence, of any existence: the meaning of my life itself and of what may come after this life. I am choosing a course of faith and of hope, and not with any illusions that those necessary ingredients for contentment and joy will be waiting for me in Dundalis. Far from it—for I understand that those questions may be beyond me. And if that is the case, then how can I even begin to fathom the answers?

But this is a battle I cannot avoid or delay. I must come to terms with these basic questions of humanity, of who we are and why we are and where we’re going, if I ever hope to solidify the ground beneath my feet. I have come to the point in my life where I must learn the truth or be destroyed by the doubts.

Brother—Abbot—Braumin wants me to stand beside him now and fight the legacy of Markwart. King Danube wants me to stand with him now in restoring order to a kingdom shattered by war and the corruption of its very soul. They see my refusal as cowardice, I am sure; but in truth, it is mere pragmatism. I cannot fight their battles until my own personal turmoil is settled, until I am grounded in a place of solid conviction—until I am convinced that we go, not in endlessly overlapping circles of false progress, but in the direction of justice and truth, that we evolve and not just revolve. That we, in the end, pursue paradise.

And so I go to Dundalis, to Elbryan’s grave site, in the hope that there I will find the truth, in the hope that the place where I learned the truth about living will also teach me the truth about dying.

—JILSEPONIE WYNDON


Chapter 9
 [image: ]

The Enduring Gift of Bestesbulzibar

THE DAY WAS HOT, BRUTALLY SO, BUT AT LEAST THE INCESSANT RAINS THAT HAD SO filled the spring and early summer now seemed to be burned away by the brilliant sunshine. Master Francis, his robes flung as wide as he could get them, would have welcomed rain this day, anything to wash the stickiness from his weary body.

He had made the seventy-or-so-mile journey from St.-Mere-Abelle to St. Precious in a couple of days, with magical assistance, but the return trip had been marked by one problem after another. With his escorts, Francis had stopped in Amvoy on the Masur Delaval to gather supplies; but in that small sister city of Palmaris, they had encountered too much misery to ignore, including a group of people wounded in a skirmish with a band of goblins still running wild in the eastern reaches, as well as a little boy who had been kicked by a horse. At Francis’ insistence, and over the protests of a couple of the older brothers, the group had spent nearly two weeks in Amvoy, working with their few hematite soul stones to aid anyone in need—and it seemed as if the entire town had come to them!

Now, finally, they were on the road again, but not on a direct route toward St.-Mere-Abelle but rather heading southeast, toward a small hamlet named Davon Dinnishire—a settlement of hardy people who had come south from Vanguard. The remnants of a goblin band had been spotted lurking in the forests near the place, and, though word had gone out to those soldiers hunting the monsters, Francis had learned that none were available to go to the support of Davon Dinnishire.

“It is not our affair,” one young brother, Julius, argued. “We have been entrusted with coordinating the College of Abbots at St.-Mere-Abelle, yet we tarry with the business of the military.”

Master Francis fixed Brother Julius with a sympathetic expression, and a helpless smile. “Once I walked as you now walk,” he said to the young brother, loudly enough for all of those near to him to hear. “Once I walked with the pride that I—that the Church and thus anyone associated with it—was somehow above the common man.”

Julius seemed perplexed by the statement and completely off his guard.

“It took the death of Father Abbot Markwart, the destruction of the evil that the man had become—”

“Master Francis!” another of the group interrupted.

Francis smiled again and held up his hand to silence the murmuring of the astonished brothers.

“To go now straight to St.-Mere-Abelle, though we know Davon Dinnishire is in dire need, would be an act of sin, plain and without argument,” Francis stated. “It would be a course that the younger and less wise Francis Dellacourt, betrayed by the edicts of Father Abbot Markwart, would surely have followed.

“I am wiser now, my young friend,” Francis finished. “I do not speak with God, but I believe now that I better understand the path our faith asks us to walk. And that path now is to Davon Dinnishire.” Another of the group started to question that, but Francis cut him short. “I am the only master in the group,” he reminded them. “I have served as bishop of Palmaris and as abbot of St. Precious. I walked beside the Father Abbot for many months. This is not an issue I plan to debate with you, Brother Julius, or with any of you,” he said, glancing around at all the monks.

There was only a bit of grumbling behind him as he started down the southeastern road once more.

Master Francis walked with honest convictions and a purposeful stride. He did wince once, though, when he heard Brother Julius whisper to another brother that Francis was only delaying because he feared to return to St.-Mere-Abelle and face stern Master Bou-raiy, who would not be pleased at all about the events in Palmaris from the fall of Father Abbot Markwart to the present. There was a grain of truth in that statement, Francis had to admit.

Soon enough, the monks came to the walled village of Davon Dinnishire, running the last mile, using a rising plume of black smoke to guide them. They were somewhat relieved to find that the village had not been completely destroyed. The villagers were forming bucket lines to try to put out the flames.

“Who leads here?” Francis demanded of the first woman he could stop.

The old peasant pointed to a young, strong man of about thirty winters, with reddish brown hair and a full beard, thick arms and a barrel chest, and intense gray eyes that flashed like embers flaring to life every time he barked an order at one of the nearby villagers.

Francis hurried over to him. The villager’s gray eyes widened when he recognized the approaching man as an Abellican monk. “I am Master Francis of St.-Mere-Abelle,” he introduced himself. “We will help where we may.”

“A pity ye wasn’t here this morn,” the man replied. “If ye’d helped our fight with them goblins, we’d not have so many squirming with pain, and not so many fires to douse. Laird Dinnishire, I am—Maladance Dinnishire o’ the Davon Dinnishire clan.” He held out his hand, and Francis took it and shook it firmly, but turned back as he did and ordered his monks to get to work.

“The wounded first,” Francis instructed, “then go and help with the fires.”

“Did ye see the goblins?” Maladance Dinnishire asked. “Somewhere between two and three score run off, by last count.”

“And how many came against you?” asked Francis.

“Not many more than that,” the laird admitted. “We weren’t to run out after them, and they stayed back, throwing fiery arrows and running up to launch their spears. We killed a few, and hurt a few more, but they were just testing our mettle, so to speak.”

“They will return,” Francis reasoned.

“Likely this same night,” Maladance agreed. “Goblins’re likin’ the dark. But don’t ye worry, Master Francis. If they’re tryin’ to get over our wall, they’re dyin’ tryin’!”

Francis didn’t doubt the town’s resolve or strength, for he understood that many of the towns in this region had been badly set upon during the months of the demon war. Many enemy forces had landed along the gulf coast, part of an assault force that had set its eyes upon the greatest prize in all the kingdom: St.-Mere-Abelle. But then the demon dactyl had been destroyed and the monstrous army had lost its coordination. The attack upon St.-Mere-Abelle had utterly failed and, since the powrie fleet had been mostly destroyed and the rest had sailed off, those goblins and powries already on the land had been left with no escape from the region, running off in small marauding bands.

So these townsfolk, farmers mostly, had seen some fighting, he knew. But he knew, too, that even if they fought valiantly, they would suffer further losses, perhaps heavy losses, against so many goblin warriors.

Francis went to work, helping the wounded and fighting the fires. When he was done, some three hours later, the sun was beginning its western descent. He called together those of his brethren he could find, all but a couple still tending the wounded and the ill. All of the monks were drenched in sweat and covered in soot, eyes red from smoke and hands blistered from running with heavy, water-filled buckets.

“Gather your strength, both physical and magical,” Master Francis bade them. “The goblins mean to return this night, but we will go out and find them where they camp.”

That widened some eyes!

“We are eighteen brothers of St.-Mere-Abelle, trained in fighting and in magic,” Francis said.

“We’ve one offensive gemstone,” Brother Julius, who had become somewhat of a spokesman for the rest of the group, interjected, “a single graphite.”

“Enough to blind and confuse our enemies that we might spring upon them,” Francis remarked with a sly grin.

“You are beginning to sound much like Master De’Unnero,” Brother Julius remarked, and his tone showed that he spoke somewhat in jest. But Francis didn’t take the comparison that way at all and scowled fiercely at the younger man.

“We have a responsibility to these people,” he declared, “to all people who are in need.”

As he finished, there came a tumult from down the lane. The brothers turned and saw a monk crashing out of the door of a peasant hovel, stripping off his robes as he ran full speed for the group. “Master Francis!” he called repeatedly. By the time he reached the group, he was wearing only his short cotton underclothing, and to the amazement of the other monks, he grabbed up one bucket of water and doused himself.

“Brother Cranston!” Francis scolded. “We are all uncomfortable in the heat—”

“Rosy plague!” Cranston replied desperately. “In that house … a woman … already dead.”

Francis rushed over and grabbed the man, shaking him. “Rosy plague?” he asked breathlessly. “Are you sure, brother?”

“Red spots with white rings all about her body,” Brother Cranston replied. “Her eyes were sunken and bruised, and she had bled from her gums and her eyes, I could see. Oh, but she rotted away!”

Brother Julius came up to Francis and dropped a heavy hand on the master’s shoulder. “We must be far from this place at once,” he said gravely. Behind him, Francis heard another mutter, “Better that the goblins come back and burn the whole town to the ground.”

Francis wanted to shout at the brother, to shove Julius and his words far aside. But he could not dismiss any of the remarks. The rosy plague! The scourge of Honce-the-Bear. Francis’ primary duties at St.-Mere-Abelle for years had been as a historian, and so he knew, better than any, the truth of the rosy plague. It had first occurred in God’s Year 412, devastating the southern reaches of the kingdom. One in seven had died, according to the records. One in seven. And in Yorkey that number had been closer to one in four.

And yet the plague that had occurred the following century, from 517 to 529, had been even more virulent, devastating the Mantis Arm and spreading across the Gulf of Corona to Vanguard. Ursal had been particularly hard hit. Afterward the record keepers of the day, Abellican monks mostly, had put the death toll at one in three—some had even claimed that half the population of Honce-the-Bear had fallen.

The rosy plague!

How vulnerable Honce-the-Bear would have been then to invasion by Behren, to the south, except that Behren had not been spared either. Francis, of course, had no records of the death toll in that southern kingdom, but many of the accounts he had read had claimed that the Behrenese had suffered even more than the folk of Honce-the-Bear. Now the kingdom was even more thickly populated than it had been before the 517 plague, Francis knew. And now, given the war, the kingdom was even less prepared to handle such a disaster.

So even though Master Francis Dellacourt—the enlightened monk who had learned the truth of Father Abbot Markwart and of the heroes he had once considered enemies, had turned his life down a different road, a road of compassion and of service—wanted to yell against the callous remarks of his brethren, he could not find the strength to do so. Not in that terribly shocking moment, not in the face of the threat of the rosy plague!

But first he had to go and see. He had read the descriptions of the disease, had seen artists’ renderings of the victims. Several times since 529, there had been reports of the plague, but they had proven either to be minor outbreaks or simply the mistaken claims of desperate people. He bade his brethren to stay there, except for a pair he sent in search of the three still-missing brethren, and then Master Francis gathered up his strength and strode determinedly toward the hovel at the end of the lane.

He heard weeping and found a pair of children within, looking haggard and afraid. He brushed past them and through a curtain, and there she lay.


Ring around the rosy,

Gather bowls of posies


Burn the clothes

And dig the holes



And cover us with dirt.



It was the first verse of an old children’s song, a poem that had been penned sometime around God’s Year 412, a song of the attempts to ward off the killer plague by diminishing the rotting stench of its victims with flowers, a song that told the honest truth for those who contracted the illness. “ ‘And cover us with dirt,’ ” Francis whispered.

“Get out! Get out!” he yelled at the children. “Out and far away from here. You can do nothing for your mother now. Get out!” He chased the weeping children out before him into the lane; and several townsfolk, Laird Dinnishire among them, came over.

“My brethren and I will go out after the goblins,” Francis explained to him. “With luck, they will not return to your town.”

“What’s wrong in the house?” the concerned laird asked.

Francis looked at the hovel. “Burn it,” he instructed.

“What?”

“Burn it to the ground,” Francis declared, fixing the man with a determined stare, “at once.”

“Ye canno—”

“Burn it!” Francis interrupted. “You must trust me, Laird Dinnishire, I beg of you. No one is to enter.”

The laird stared at him incredulously, and those behind Dinnishire shook their heads and mumbled.

Francis took the laird by the arm and pulled him aside. And then he explained to the man, plainly and honestly, that the goblins were not the worst of their troubles this hot summer day.

“Ye canno’ be sure,” Dinnishire protested.

“I am not,” Francis lied, for he did not want to start a panic, and forewarning, beyond burning the house, would do the folk of Davon Dinnishire little good. “But are we to risk the chance that I am right? The woman is dead, and her husband and children—”

“Husband’s been dead two years now,” Laird Dinnishire explained. “Killed in a powrie fight.”

“Then the children must be taken in elsewhere. Burn the house to its foundation, and then you, and another one or two you can trust, must go and clear the remains of the house and of the dead woman.”

Laird Dinnishire stared at him.

“I beg of you, Laird Dinnishire,” Francis said solemnly.

“Ye’ll keep them goblins off us?” the man asked.

Francis nodded, then went back and gathered up his brethren; and out they went, on the hunt for goblins.

As soon as they reached the trees beyond the farms immediately surrounding Davon Dinnishire, Francis set the group into a defensive formation. Not wanting to diminish his own magical energies any more than he already had done with his efforts in healing the injured townsfolk, he gave the finest hematite to Brother Julius and bade the monk to spirit-walk to search for the goblins.

Julius was dumbfounded. He had attempted only one spirit-walk in his years at St.-Mere-Abelle, and that had not gone well—the monk unintentionally had tried to inhabit the body of another nearby student. “I am not so good at such a task,” he admitted.

Francis nodded, for he understood well the man’s trepidation. Markwart, Avelyn, and Jilseponie had all taken gemstone use to a higher level, where such feats as spirit-walking seemed almost routine. Francis, too, had learned much in his days beside the Father Abbot, and he had forgotten how daunting spirit-walking could be. And how dangerous. He took back the gemstone, then, regretting that he would be using even more of his magical energies, and set off out of body, rushing through the trees, across the small river, and over the wide bluffs.

He found the goblin band almost immediately and counted their number at only thirty. He stayed with them only a few seconds, to get a feel for their organization and readiness, then headed back, taking a circuitous route, which confirmed his suspicions that the rest of the group—another score, perhaps—was spread out among the trees.

“They have done well in choosing and setting up their encampment,” Francis explained when he returned to his brethren. Before the details of the terrain were lost from his memory, he bent down and sketched out a rough map in the dirt. “We’ll not get anywhere close to the goblins without being noticed.”

“Let us turn for St.-Mere-Abelle, then,” Brother Julius started to say, but Francis cut him short with an angry glare.

“We need not go to them,” Francis went on. “I doubt that they expect any trouble from the townsfolk—it seems more reasonable that they believe the people of Davon Dinnishire will await the next attack from behind the walls of their village. To get back there, the goblins will likely take this route.” He indicated the fairly obvious path on his map. “Let us prepare a section of that same path for their march.”

The monks headed out at once, coming to a stretch of wide-limbed maples, with a clear and easily traveled path beneath that Francis reasoned the goblins would take, not expecting any ambush. Francis took a good, long look at the area. Never had he been much of a tactician, but rather more of a political animal.

“If I may, Master Francis,” said Brother Julius, apparently noting that the man was at a loss. “We put everyone up in the trees, except you, who will travel to the far end with the graphite. Those of us carrying crossbows will arm the weapons.” He glanced around and nodded, for more than half the monks did carry crossbows. “The rest will sharpen a stick to use as a spear or take as large a stone as they can carry up into the boughs with them.

“You come out first, reacting to a predetermined event, such as the lead goblins passing a specific tree,” Brother Julius went on. The other monks nodded, for they knew Julius had fought with Master De’Unnero, the finest of tacticians, on several occasions, including during the almost legendary slaughter of powries at St.-Mere-Abelle’s lower dock gates. “We will expect the flash, and so we will cover our eyes, and then …” He paused and smiled grimly, and it seemed to everyone, even to Francis, that Julius—now that he wasn’t going to get his way concerning the return to St.-Mere-Abelle—had put his heart into the fight.

A good student of De’Unnero, Francis noted, with just the right attitude.

Soon after, the monks were all in place, settled on their branches, with Francis farther down the lane, behind a large tree.

The minutes became an hour, became two and then two more. Though he was growing as impatient as any, Francis was glad of the delay, of the rest, that he might recover more and more of his magical energies. He didn’t really believe that he would kill many goblins with his lightning bolt, but the stronger the flash, the more likely a solid and quick victory.

The sun went below the western horizon, and still the forest remained quiet. Francis understood that the goblins would gain an advantage in the dark, for the night was their favored time, so he was relieved to see Sheila, Corona’s bright moon, nearly full, rising in the dark sky.

Still they waited—and Francis hoped that the other brothers remained awake!

And then he nearly jumped out of his boots, for a goblin slipped quietly past him, moving from tree to tree. Francis resisted the urge to chase the creature, understanding that this was a lead scout and that any noise from him would likely ruin their ambush. He took careful note of the goblin’s movements, though, for he expected that he would see that one again all too soon.

Soon after, there came a rustling down the trail, and Francis saw the dark forms, trotting easily, crossing the maple grove.

The master took a deep breath, rubbing his hands along the graphite, finding his heart. He harbored no doubt about the course of his actions; he merely feared that he would not be strong enough to see his brothers through this fight, that they would all die out here on the road with so many important messages, of the future of the Church and of the threat of plague, yet to deliver.

In any case, it was too late to change his mind or his plans, Francis deliberately told himself, and so he crouched and focused on the leading goblins, waiting until they reached the appointed spot.

Out jumped Francis, falling to one knee and holding forth the graphite, calling out a single time—the signal for his brothers to shield their eyes—and letting loose a sizzling blast of white energy, a lightning bolt that charred three of the first five goblins, dropping the next bunch writhing to the ground, and stealing the vision of all for the moment—a moment long enough for the Abellican brothers to fire their crossbows and throw their stones and spears down upon the confused monsters, then to leap down to the ground and begin the wild melee—elbows, feet, and fists flying savagely.

And what a rout it seemed, with goblins falling, scrambling, shrieking, and ducking! For a moment, Francis thought the day would be won without damage to his brethren. And indeed, before the first two minutes of fighting had passed, a score and more of the goblins were down, with another score running haphazardly into the cover of the forest.

Francis called out rudimentary commands—cheers more than orders—and he leaped about, graphite in hand, his blood coursing fiercely, his heart pumping furiously, and in that heightened state of energy, confident that he could loose another equally powerful blast of lightning.

Maybe he caught the movement out of the corner of his eye, or perhaps it was just a result of his heightened sense of awareness, but he sensed a movement behind him and spun about, just as the goblin who had earlier passed this spot thrust its spear at his chest. Francis gave a cry of surprise and fear and had no time to do anything but dive aside. He felt the spear tip slash, slip in, and bang against his rib. Had the goblin been carrying a better weapon, that would have been the sudden end of Master Francis Dellacourt. But the meager spear deflected off the rib and tore a longer but more superficial line as it came out along the side of Francis’ chest, lodging in the folds of his thick robe instead of in his flesh.

Francis staggered to his feet, aware that the spear was at his side and that the goblin was no longer holding it. But the vicious little creature was coming fast in pursuit, yellow teeth bared.

Francis didn’t try to extract the spear, but shrugged off his robe, dropping it—the weapon with it—to the ground. He brought his left arm into a defensive position before him, then drove his right arm to block and push aside the goblin’s first attack. The wretched little creature snarled and drooled, its tongue hanging out of its mouth; and it hardly reacted to the sudden movement as Francis snap-kicked it under the chin, driving its jaws together and nipping off the tip of that pointy little tongue.

The dazed creature staggered backward two steps, and Francis, well trained in the arts martial at St.-Mere-Abelle, came on to take the advantage, pushing aside the skinny goblin’s arms, then snapping off a left jab into the creature’s face, once and then again. The goblin staggered backward, and Francis fell over it, bearing it heavily to the ground beneath him.

The goblin bit hard into his shoulder, but Francis got his hands around the thing’s neck and squeezed with all his strength. It seemed to Francis to last an hour—an hour of fiery pain from the goblin’s bite and of horror as the thing squirmed pitifully in his unyielding grasp, arms flailing.

And then it lay still, very still; and even in the moonlight, Francis could see the blackness of death that had come over its face.

Reminding himself that there was still a battle being waged behind him, that other goblins even then might be running at him with cruel spears, Francis wrenched himself away and staggered to his feet.

He saw then that his brethren had performed well, that many goblins were down, and that any of those still near the monks, who had formed into a tight defensive circle, had no chance of gaining any advantage.

But those goblins who had run off had not gone far, Francis saw to his horror. At the left flank, a substantial group of goblins was approaching, spears up and ready to fly.

Francis dove down for his robe, scrambling for the pocket. A moment later, he lifted his hand and reached into the graphite gemstone, calling forth its power. The volley of spears flew in—he heard the cries of his brethren—and the lightning stroke fired off, dropping several more goblins, stunning several others.

On came the Abellican monks, leaping into the goblin ranks, punishing them in close combat with strength and skills no goblin could match.

Francis moved to join the fighting, but found his legs weak beneath him, and when he reached down to feel his chest, his hand came back covered in blood. He was on the ground then, suddenly, alone and vulnerable and expecting another goblin to come up and skewer him.

But then he heard Brother Julius call out his name; and a horde of monks gathered about him, defending him.

Francis reached up and gave Julius the graphite. “Crossbows,” he managed to gasp.

The remaining goblins regrouped and came back at the defending monks, but their barrage of spears was met by another blast of lightning and by a volley of more deadly crossbow quarrels. Those surviving goblins ran, scattered, into the forest night.

“How many?” Francis demanded of Julius shortly after.

“Rest, master,” Julius replied. “You will be tended by bandage and by gemstone, and will feel stronger in the morning.”

“How many?” came the determined question a second time.

“We have downed nearly two score,” Julius answered. “They will all be killed, and those remaining have fled without organization and should pose no further threat to Davon Dinnishire.”

Francis grabbed Julius by the front of his robe and pulled himself up, so that their faces nearly touched. “How many?” Francis growled.

“Six,” Brother Julius replied gravely. “Six are dead, master, and several wounded. We must begin the healing at once.”

Francis held the grip for a moment longer, then sank back to the ground. Six brothers killed in a battle that he could have avoided. Master Francis felt breathless, and it had nothing to do with the wound in his side.

He spent a long while—perhaps an hour, perhaps two—lying there, in and out of consciousness, as the other brothers tended his wound with bandages and soul stones. When finally he awoke fully, he learned that another brother had died.

More than a third of his force.

Francis took little comfort in the fact that the number of goblin dead was much more substantial, being consoled only because he knew that he and his brethren had saved Davon Dinnishire from any further attacks—had, for the most part, put an end to this rogue band’s troublemaking. He made his slow way about the impromptu encampment, checking on the wounded. Though no anger seemed to be directed specifically his way, he was perceptive enough to understand that more than a few brothers were questioning his wisdom in pursuing this goblin band—queries that, Francis suspected, would be repeated, more forcefully, once he and his companions reached St.-Mere-Abelle.

“Prepare for the road, and we take the dead with us,” Francis instructed Brother Julius.

“Straight to St.-Mere-Abelle this time?” Julius asked, a hint of sarcasm in his tone.

Francis glared at him and nodded. “Have you searched the goblins?”

Julius looked at him incredulously. “You expect that they carry treasure?” he asked with a snort. “Their boots were falling off their feet, so worn and decrepit were they.”

“I want to know why they were still here,” Francis clarified.

“Because they found no escape from the kingdom,” Brother Julius replied, rather loudly and sharply. “They, like all the bands still roving this region, were trapped here when the powrie fleet that initially brought them to these shores east of Palmaris was crushed at St.-Mere-Abelle. Where were they to run?”

Francis stared hard at the man. He wasn’t sure if Julius was openly second-guessing his decision to fight the monsters, or if the man was simply reeling from the losses. It didn’t matter, Francis decided. Though his enemies within the Church might use this incident against him politically once he returned to St.-Mere-Abelle, he knew in his heart he had done right. As Master Jojonah had taken the all-important Barbacan caravan off its course to attack an even more substantial group of monsters for the sake of an Alpinadoran town, so Francis was bound to try to protect Davon Dinnishire.

“Prepare them all for the road,” Francis said evenly, not blinking and not backing down an inch. “To St.-Mere-Abelle.”

Julius matched the master’s stare for a long moment, but then nodded and began calling the camp to order.

Francis, meanwhile, gathered up a burning branch from the small fire the brothers had built, and headed for the pile of goblin bodies. What was he expecting to find? he asked himself repeatedly. Treasure or information that would help him to justify his actions in pursuing this band? Some reward great enough to justify seven dead Abellican brothers?

With anger wrought of guilt, Master Francis pushed among the lice-ridden corpses, kicking them aside. He found a few coins—a pair of gol’bears and some smaller coins—but nothing, as Julius had predicted, that seemed worth the effort of searching the creatures, let alone battling them in the first place. With a helpless sigh, Francis confirmed that the boots of those goblins who were wearing any were ragged things, likely stolen from humans but now worn to shabby pieces. He kicked at one boot, and it fell away, and Francis started to turn back toward his brothers.

But then he noticed something on the goblin’s now-exposed foot, and though the coloration was surely wrong—a yellowish blotch inside a circular scar—he recognized the pattern clearly.

Francis bent down low, bringing his torch in for a closer look.

“By God’s good graces,” he whispered, for he had just seen this same pattern, the pattern of the rosy plague, on the woman in the village. Only on this goblin, the scars seemed healed, as if the creature had overcome the disease. Francis checked the rest of the goblin’s body—finding more such scars—then he searched others. To his astonishment, nearly half of the creatures showed remnants of what looked to him like the rosy plague. He would have to research this more closely when he returned to St.-Mere-Abelle, he told himself, to learn if these strange scars were similar to the marks the disease had left on the few human survivors of the plague.

But Francis already had his answer, he believed, and as he followed his assumption along a logical path, he came to understand that the demon dactyl might now be waging another war upon the humans of Honce-the-Bear, a more subtle and more deadly war. Had the demon’s minions brought with them the plague?

Francis paused and took a deep and steadying breath, considering his next move carefully. Should he bring one of the infected goblins back to St.-Mere-Abelle? No, he decided almost immediately, fearing the consequences to his precious home if the creature was still spreading the plague. That same thought led him to an even more disturbing possibility: had he and the other brothers contracted the plague by battling the goblins?

“We can check, with hematite,” Francis muttered, needing to hear the reassuring words aloud. “We … no, the more powerful masters will search for signs when we return.”

“What is it, Master Francis?” he heard Brother Julius ask from not so far away.

Francis turned and faced the man squarely, but decided that sharing his disturbing fears at that moment might not be so wise a thing to do. “It is time, past time, for us to return to St.-Mere-Abelle,” he answered.

The younger brother nodded and turned away. “We are ready for the road,” he announced.

“Brother Julius,” Francis called, and the monk turned back to look at him. “Your plan was an excellent one. Without it, the goblins would have overwhelmed us, or, had we left them, would have overwhelmed Davon Dinnishire. The blood of our dead brethren is not on your hands. I thought you should know that.”

“I do, Master Francis,” Julius replied in a more accusatory tone. “I do.”

The monk turned and walked away, and for a moment, Francis entertained the thought of scolding him publicly for such impertinence. Just for a moment, though. Francis glanced back at the pile of diseased goblins and understood that he had more important issues to attend.


Chapter 10
 [image: ]

Denial of Privilege

ABBOT JE’HOWITH FELL DEEPER, DEEPER INTO THE GEMSTONE, FELL INTO THE swirl of its magic and down, down, into its depths. There his spirit found release from the confines of his aged body. To the old abbot, this was the epitome of grace, the closest state one might attain to God while still physically maintaining one’s mortal coil. Now he was free of earthly bonds, spirit-walking without physical ailments and limitations, without boundaries.

He saw the woman reclining patiently before him, her hand clutching a sunstone brooch, as he had instructed. Constance Pemblebury was no master of gemstone magic, surely, but with this particular item, she did not have to be. If she felt the battle of wills begin between her and Je’howith, she was to pinch her skin with the enchanted brooch’s pin, nothing more, and the antimagic wave would wash the old abbot’s intruding spirit out of her.

Je’howith moved closer, fighting the urge to go into her being, to take over her body. That was the danger of spirit-walking—the instinctual desire of the spirit to find a corporeal body, even at the expense of another’s spirit.

Je’howith was right beside her now. He reached out his insubstantial hand toward her naked belly—and how he wished he were still of the flesh that he might feel Constance’s smooth and delicate skin.

The old abbot washed that impure thought from his mind and focused on the task at hand. He moved even closer, right up to the woman, right into the woman. Now it took all his willpower not to try to possess her immediately. He pushed ahead, searching, searching.

And then he felt it, undeniably: another life, another soul stirring within the woman’s womb. Je’howith could no longer resist—his spirit went for the child, joining with the child. It would be so easy to expel this tiny, undeveloped, and unknowing soul! To take the corporeal form! To begin life anew, from the womb, but with the understanding of a previous lifetime’s experience!

And then, suddenly, the old abbot was thrown out, expelled so fully that before he even comprehended the change, he was back in his own body, corporeal again, staring, blinking in disbelief as Constance sat up.

“What did you do?” she demanded sharply.

“I—I did as you asked me,” Je’howith stammered in reply, and he closed his eyes and shook his head, trying to orient himself.

“You went further,” Constance accused, but even as she spoke the words, her expression became perplexed. “You tried …” she started to say, but she paused and looked up at Je’howith, and a wry smile came over her.

“Yes, dear Constance,” the abbot confirmed. “Your alluring wiles have worked their magic. You carry King Danube’s child.”

Constance clapped her hands together, then brought them up to cover her mouth, gasping with joy. “It is true,” she dared to say.

“Why are you so surprised?” Je’howith asked sarcastically. “Is this not what you wanted? Was this not your purpose ever since you saw your beloved Danube’s eye wander the way of Jilseponie Wyndon?”

Constance’s expression changed to sternness. “And do you disapprove?” she asked, an accusation as much as a question. “For if you did, then why did you not warn King Danube of my intent?”

Je’howith merely chuckled.

“I fear Jilseponie, but you despise her,” Constance went on. “I bear her no ill will, yet you would pay the headsman handsomely to take her pretty head from her shoulders.”

Je’howith bowed to her, an admission that her reasoning was sound. “I fear her more than you ever could,” he explained. “You fear that she will threaten your little place at Danube’s side. I fear that she will topple the world of the Abellican Church.”

“And what better way to keep her out of the Church than to involve her in the affairs of the Crown?” reasoned Constance, again in that accusatory tone. “Perhaps Je’howith whispers of Jilseponie in King Danube’s ear.”

The monk laughed. “Because I would be better off by far if Jilseponie came to Ursal as queen of Honce-the-Bear?” he asked incredulously. “No, my dear Constance, never would I desire that. I am glad that the woman has gone north, far out of the way, and is not meddling in the affairs of either Church or Crown.”

“And what of Constance, then, and her condition?” she asked.

Again the old abbot chuckled, belittling the whole thing. “This will not be Danube’s first child. Nor, I doubt, will it be his last.”

“It?” Constance echoed. “Boy or girl?”

“Most mothers do not wish to be told.”

Constance fixed the old man with a devastating glower.

“Boy,” Je’howith answered, and Constance clenched her fist with absolute glee. “You assume much if you think this will greatly alter your standing,” Je’howith said.

“You know nothing of my relationship with King Danube,” Constance replied. “You, not I, assume much.”

Je’howith draped his arm about the woman, fixing her with a disarming smile. “Listen to us,” he bade her. “We sound as if we are against each other in this matter, when, truthfully, we both share similar goals. The health of King Danube and his kingdom is to our mutual liking, is it not?”

“And how does my situation affect that health, in Abbot Je’howith’s thinking?” Constance asked bluntly.

The old man’s smile seemed genuine. “Why, Milady Pemblebury, it would not pain me to call you my queen.”

Constance returned the smile and nodded, then dressed and took her leave.

Abbot Je’howith, whose world had just been turned upside down in Palmaris, whose position in his beloved Church had been severely strained by his association with the man who lost the battle for the Church, watched her every step. Was she carrying the future King of Honce-the-Bear? Or—even more relevant to old Je’howith, who would not likely outlive young King Danube, would this situation elevate Constance to her coveted position as queen?

“So be it,” the old abbot said aloud, and he nodded, unconcerned. He had never truly been at odds with Constance—often he had considered her as Danube’s most reasonable secular adviser. He didn’t think it likely that Danube would take her as his wife anyway—if he meant to do that, he would have done so long ago.

But still, despite all of his logical arguments telling him that this situation was neither unexpected nor damaging, it nagged at Je’howith until he finally discerned his source of distress.

Again he nodded, his understanding of his own fears coming clearer. Might this situation push King Danube to other action? To the active pursuit of Jilseponie, perhaps, that he might sire a more acceptable heir?

Constance had gotten her wish, the culmination of her pursuit and treachery, but old and wise Je’howith wasn’t sure that the woman fully understood the consequences.

A boy, a son for King Danube Brock Ursal! The news should not have surprised Constance, who had been working so long to just that end; and yet, from the moment Je’howith had told her about the child, all the world had seemed to slip out of focus.

She went immediately to her room, to her bed, and reclined there, deep in thought and steeped in joy. She would mother the future King of Honce-the-Bear! This child within her would rise through the ranks of nobility to the very highest level, would bring the name of Pemblebury the stature it had once known, many generations before.

Once, before the unification of the kingdom under King Danube’s great-great-great-great-grandfather, the Pembleburys had been the lords of Wester-Honce, an independent fiefdom. When King Bendragon Coelyn Ursal had unified the kingdom, subjugating Wester-Honce, the Pembleburys had remained an important family; but over the generations that stature, along with the population and importance of Wester-Honce itself, had gradually diminished, to the point where Constance’s grandmother had chosen to become a courtesan in order to retain any ties at all to the Throne. Constance’s mother, a bastard child of a duke, a distant relation to the family of Targon Bree Kalas, had followed suit, and had taught Constance in the family’s new profession.

Constance’s child would be the first male in the family for three generations and, given its pedigree, held the promise of restoring all that the Pembleburys once were, and more.

Along with the hopes Constance fostered that morning were more than a few doubts. She understood, even more clearly now that her efforts had worked, that she had forced upon King Danube a delicate and potentially devastating situation. She had played her hand, had taken a great risk, in the hopes that King would remain loyal to her.

Constance took a deep and steadying breath, considering again the potential consequences, the risk that she would be forced from the city, into the circles of lesser nobles, as had both women who had previously become pregnant with Danube’s children. A moment of sheer terror gripped her, the sudden certainty that her actions to secure a greater role had thus doomed her to a minor position in a minor court.

It was a passing fear, though, for Constance reminded herself of how badly she had wanted a child. Her childbearing days were nearing their end, but Danube showed little movement toward formalizing their relationship, and so she had been given little choice.

Of course, she could have sought out a different sire, a less complicated union with a lesser noble—many of whom would have been thrilled to take her as wife. But Constance didn’t want just any man’s child, and had no intention of settling for another whom she did not love. No, she loved Danube, and had loved him since before his wedding to Queen Vivian two decades earlier. He was her friend and her lover, the only man who had ever seemed to genuinely understand her. And now he was the father of her child, and to Constance, nothing in all the world could have been more appropriate.

And so, as she settled in for a long morning’s rest, her joy overcame her fears, and she became at ease with the reality of her situation, very pleased that her child, Danube’s child, was growing within her.

“Kalas continues to hold the Abellican Church in check in Palmaris and all the northern reaches,” King Danube said happily to Je’howith when the old abbot came upon him, later that same day, reclining in his study, sipping fine brandy, and surrounded by the most extensive library in all the world, greater even than the collection of tomes hoarded at St.-Mere-Abelle.

Danube’s smile was genuine; he was in fine spirits, and not because of the drink. He was happy to be home again, in the bright summer, and with his kingdom finally settling back into its previous state of calm. He was happy that he could again go riding in the fields around Castle Ursal, that he could enjoy the balls and parties with the many nobles and courtesans. It seemed that the pall of the demon dactyl was finally lifting from his kingdom, and that the upstart brothers of the Abellican Church, often his most bitter rivals, would soon again be huddled within their dark walls.

“I do miss Duke Kalas,” the King admitted, and he laughed again when Je’howith, who had never been a friend to the fiery and ultimately secular Duke, frowned deeply. “Perhaps I will be able to invite him home soon enough.”

“Do not underestimate Abbot Braumin Herde and his intentions,” Je’howith warned.

“Word from Kalas says that Jilseponie has left for the northland,” the King replied. “Without her, our friend Braumin will prove much less formidable. And as the darkness recedes, so too will the influence of the Church. The people of Palmaris remember well the oppression of Bishop De’Unnero, I assure you, and his reign of terror suited Duke Kalas well.”

“Because Duke Kalas was ever such a gentle man,” Je’howith said with obvious sarcasm.

King Danube only laughed again. “It is a fine day, my friend, with the promise of many better days yet to come,” he said, hoisting his glass in toast.

Abbot Je’howith assumed a pensive posture; and Danube lowered his glass, looking hard at the old monk, finally catching on that the man’s arrival was more than a casual visit.

“I met with Constance this morning,” Je’howith remarked.

“And …” Danube prompted. “If there is trouble in my court, then speak it plainly.”

“She is with child,” Je’howith informed him. “Your child. A son, I believe, who will be born next midwinter, unless there are complications.”

Danube swallowed hard. “Impossible …” he started to say. “Constance is well versed in methods of preventing …” He paused there and considered the information, wondering immediately if the conception was accidental or deliberate. Constance had long been his trusted friend and his off-and-on lover for decades—and once she had questioned him directly about his intentions toward her, if he had any beyond their liaisons.… But to think that she had purposely tricked him …

“These things do happen, my King,” Abbot Je’howith said. “You have sired two before—have you forgotten? Many of the courtesans find themselves with child, I assure you, though they do not carry through with the pregnancy.”

“Children of mine?” Danube asked, his eyes widening in an accurate reflection of his shock.

Abbot Je’howith began patting his hands in the air to calm the man. “It happens,” he said quietly. “They consider their condition and their future. Their places at court, after all, are ones reserved for the most beautiful and the most talented … and the ones least burdened. Many courtesans understand well the complications that a child will bring to their lives, a situation that might send them back to a life of poverty and without position.”

King Danube settled back in a chair that seemed suddenly not so comfortable to him, and took a hearty swallow of his potent liquor. He didn’t like being told of the seedier side of his life, but neither could he deny the truth of Je’howith’s observations. When he compared that truth to Constance’s present situation, though, he took some comfort. “Constance will not do that,” he remarked.

“No, she will not,” Je’howith agreed. “I doubt that she views carrying the child of King Danube Brock Ursal as a burden or a cause for tears, unless they be tears of joy.”

His tone as he finished made it clear to Danube that the old man fully believed that Constance had become pregnant on purpose; but strangely, to Danube, even that possibility did not invoke his wrath. How many years had Constance Pemblebury stood steadfastly beside him? How many times had she been there to comfort him in days of distress, to reassure him on those few occasions when he was faced with momentous decisions: the pardoning of a condemned criminal or the portioning of rations among communities where starvation seemed inevitable?

“Perhaps she has earned this child,” Danube muttered, speaking more to himself than to Je’howith.

“And what, exactly, is this child?” Je’howith asked bluntly, drawing him from his private contemplations. The king looked up at the old man. “You have sired two before, and have done well by the mothers, awarding them comfortable positions and even minor titles for your children,” the abbot reminded him. “Yet at the same time, you invoked Refusal of Acceptance, separating them forever from the ruling line, denying them for all time any claims to the throne of Honce-the-Bear. Will you follow the same course with the child of Constance Pemblebury?”

Danube started to reply Of course, but the words got stuck in his throat as he considered the reality of the situation, of this woman. He gave no answer, then, but merely blew a deep and contemplative sigh.

“Do you love her?” Je’howith asked.

Danube shook his head, but at the same time, he answered, “I do not know.”

“Do you love the woman Jilseponie?” the surprising abbot went on, and how that question widened King Danube’s eyes!

“How could you ask such a question?” he responded loudly, but again, Je’howith was patting his hands in the air, motioning for a calm discourse.

“I saw the look in your eyes when you gazed upon her,” the abbot replied. “She is beautiful beyond question, a sight to stir the loins of any man, and by deed alone she has made herself fit for the throne—indeed, I would reason that there is no woman in all the world more suited to sit by your side than Jilseponie Wyndon.”

Again, Danube found no rebuttal against the sound reasoning. He carried it one step further, though, and reminded himself that perhaps the second woman most fit to be queen would be none other than the woman now carrying his child. The confusion inspired by that realization showed clearly on his face.

“I have delivered stunning news to you, my King,” Je’howith said with a bow. “There is no need to make any decisions at this time.”

“Soon enough,” Danube replied. “The seasons will pass quickly, and Constance’s condition will be known before summer’s end. Many will whisper and ask questions.”

“You need not marry her, obviously.”

“But I will need to make a decree concerning her status and that of the child,” Danube reasoned. “To invoke Refusal of Acceptance would wound Constance profoundly, something I do not wish to do.”

“But something, perhaps, that she has brought upon herself,” Je’howith reminded him.

Danube’s stern expression showed that he wasn’t ready to accept that notion, that he understood that whatever Constance’s actions to prevent or allow conception had been, he, too, had played more than a minor role.

“There is also the matter of your brother,” said Je’howith, quickly changing the subject.

“And if I do nothing?” Danube asked, for he recognized that Je’howith, as abbot of St. Honce, was among the most knowledgeable men in the kingdom of the affairs of court. “If I simply let events take their place—let the child be born and do not invoke the Refusal, nor openly claim the child—then will the boy become heir to the throne above Midalis?”

Je’howith hesitated a moment, then nodded. “If you die before Midalis and it is commonly accepted that this child is yours, and by a woman who remains at your side, then the child will indeed have some claim to the throne. It will be no easy ascent, I expect, but rather, one strongly contested by writ and, perhaps, by sword. Wars have begun for lesser reasons, my King.”

“Then I need to choose, and soon,” Danube replied. “Do I wound Constance or enrage Midalis? For either way, it seems as if I am about to bring pain to a friend.”

“There remains a third option,” said Je’howith.

“I would never ask her to be rid of the baby,” Danube insisted.

“No, not that,” said Je’howith. “Never that!”

Danube tilted his head, studying the man, convinced that if, as the abbot had remarked, other women had been rid of their unwanted children, then hypocritical old Je’howith, or some other gemstone-wielding monk, had likely played a role in the process.

“You can use a delaying tactic,” the abbot went on, “a way for you to let the situation go on and let the passage of time guide you to a more decisive and definitive action. This is not without precedent—you can issue a decree of Denial of Privilege, a technical term and legal maneuver that will not deny the child’s claim to the throne forever, as you have done with your other bastard heirs, but will, rather, maintain the present status, keeping Constance’s child outside the line of succession and keeping your option—or that of Midalis should he succeed you and die childless—for recognizing the child as rightful heir at a future date.”

“Denial of Privilege?” Danube echoed.

“A temporary measure that has been used in centuries past,” Je’howith answered. “And it is possible for you to even include contingencies that will lift the injunction against the child’s becoming king. Let us suppose that you outlive your brother, then die unexpectedly.”

“A truly inspiring supposition,” Danube said dryly.

“In that case, had you so specified, Constance’s child would assume the throne,” Je’howith explained.

“And if I decree a Denial of Privilege and Midalis outlives me?”

“Then the child will have no claim to the throne above your brother, and it would be up to him to either assign rights to the child in the event of his childless demise or deny them outright with a formal Refusal of Acceptance.”

King Danube settled back again and put his hand to his chin, trying to digest all of these options.

“How much easier it all would be if you, and your brother, had both married and sired proper heirs,” the abbot lamented.

Danube glanced up at him, eyes narrow, a poignant reminder to the old abbot that he had indeed been married to Queen Vivian, who had died despite Je’howith’s efforts to save her. And those efforts—or at least, the lack of their effectiveness—had in effect split the court of Ursal for many years and were the source of the lingering hatred between Je’howith and Duke Kalas.

Je’howith promptly bowed and turned to leave.

And King Danube Brock Ursal, who had been happily celebrating what he thought would be a return to normalcy, found himself full of questions and turmoil. The delaying tactic sounded most promising, both for sparing Constance the pain and for placating Midalis, who had never really been close to his brother, the King, but had never been his rival either.

Yes, the Denial of Privilege seemed a promising course; and, in truth, when he looked at things that way, this all didn’t seem like such a momentous problem.

However, there was one other complicating factor, an image of another woman, a warrior, a gemstone witch. It was an image King Danube could not shake out of his head.


Chapter 11
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Resting Side by Side

HE HAD A FEELING, AS HE FLITTED FROM TREE TO TREE, OF TRUE WARMTH AND friendship, a feeling not unlike that he experienced whenever he returned home to Andur’Blough Inninness after one of his forays into the realm of the humans. For Juraviel, the Timberlands region around Dundalis, Weedy Meadow, and End-o’-the-World—the former haunt of Nightbird, the home of both the ranger and Jilseponie—had the same smell and feel as the elven valley. How curious that notion struck the elf now as he moved along the forested hills and valleys, how surprising.

Juraviel was Touel’alfar, of the people. That fact was the primary truth in his long life, the binding code of responsibility and of a specific and shared understanding of all the world and its varied inhabitants. In Juraviel’s thoughts, in the thoughts of every Touel’alfar, even the least of friends among his own people—the other elf with whom he could not agree on anything, the elf he found most unpleasant—ranked far above the best of friends he might make among n’Touel’alfar, the folk not of the people. Juraviel did not question that tenet of his existence—never before and not now—but his feeling warmth as he neared the small human settlement of Dundalis, his feeling almost as if he were going home surprised him.

Perhaps, had he looked more deeply into himself, Belli’mar Juraviel would have noted then that his lines of ingrained reasoning were not in accord with the feelings within his heart.

The elf paused in his travels late one afternoon, finding a high branch of a wide maple where he could settle for a short rest. Soon he was comfortably asleep.

And then, soon after, he awoke to a haunting melody drifting on the evening breeze, echoing through the forest as if every tree were taking it inside in a deep and lingering breath and then blowing it out again for the rest of the forest to share, but altered, only slightly, by the heart of its last host tree.

“The Forest Ghost,” Juraviel whispered, and he smiled as he heard the name aloud, the name the humans of Elbryan’s first home had bestowed upon the centaur, Bradwarden, and his bagpipes. How many times had young Elbryan and Jilseponie heard that tune? Juraviel wondered. How many times had it been just below their level of consciousness as they drifted off to sleep in their little beds?

And though even Bradwarden was considered n’Touel’alfar by his somewhat xenophobic people, Juraviel could not deny the comfort he derived from hearing the centaur’s song, akin to the comfort he felt from just being in this region once more.

He followed the song slowly and whimsically, pausing to listen or to dance, whenever he found a clearing in the forest canopy that afforded him a beautiful view of the starlit heavens. He knew that the night was young and that Bradwarden often played until very, very late, so he meandered and he wandered. And finally he saw them, the centaur standing atop a bare-topped hillock, his pipes under one arm. Bradwarden was not as wide as other horses Juraviel had seen—certainly not as massive as mighty Symphony—but it seemed to the elf as if his centaur friend were ten feet tall, a gigantic and powerful creature. That such an obvious warrior could play such beautiful melodies struck Juraviel profoundly, the light and dark of Bradwarden’s soul, at once ferocious and tender.

Reclining on the grass beside the centaur lay Roger Lockless. It occurred to Juraviel then that the young man, with his slightly angular features and delicate size—the result of a disease that had taken both his parents—seemed as much akin to the elves as to the humans. Not in temperament, though, Juraviel reminded himself. Roger had learned much in the trials of the last couple of years, had grown tremendously from the self-centered boy Juraviel and Nightbird had helped escape from the clutches of a vicious powrie band that had been occupying Caer Tinella. But as far as Juraviel and all the elves were concerned, he still had far, far to go even to approach the level of understanding and reasoning of Jilseponie. And from there, Roger would have far to go to begin to see the truth of the world as Bradwarden or Nightbird could see it; and even those two, despite everything, could never climb beyond the limitations of their kind, could never be anything but n’Touel’alfar.

Juraviel did like Roger, though, had tolerated him even when he was younger and more foolish, and had worked with him well during the last days of the war against Markwart.

“I cannot wait to see her again,” he heard Roger say; and he knew from the expression on the man’s face that Roger was surely talking about Jilseponie. Was it possible, then, that the woman hadn’t even yet come north, and that Roger, perhaps, still possessed the gemstones?

Bradwarden paused. “Ah, but she’s takin’ her time about it,” he said. “It’s not but a week o’ ridin’ for one lookin’ to get here from Palmaris.”

“She’s got friends in Caer Tinella,” Roger reminded him.

“And she’s got good weather and a road clear o’ monsters,” the centaur added. “Aye, that’s it. Our Pony’s not used to walkin’ a road clear o’ monsters. Got her all confused.”

They shared a lighthearted laugh, and not out of any nervousness, for neither seemed the least bit afraid for the well-being of their dear, and ultimately capable, friend.

Juraviel moved stealthily up the hill, a whisper of wind, a roaming shadow. “Perhaps Jilseponie left the road in search of sport,” he said. Both his friends jumped in surprise, Bradwarden tossing down his pipes and grabbing up an axe that likely outweighed Juraviel, Roger turning several evasive rolls to the side.

They both settled quickly, and Bradwarden roared out a great cheer, obviously recognizing the elf’s voice, even as Roger cautiously called out, “Juraviel?”

The elf stepped out into the clear. “Too long has it been since I have heard the piping of the Forest Ghost,” he said. Bradwarden tossed his axe back over his shoulder and skipped down to hoist Juraviel in a great hug.

“And too long since I have heard the complaints of Roger Lockless!” Juraviel added in jest as Bradwarden put him down so that Roger could embrace him.

“And too long since we’ve seen yerself, elf,” the centaur replied. “But I thought ye was for yer home.”

“And so I have been in the valley for all these months,” Juraviel replied, “and would be still, had not Lady Dasslerond bidden me to return here for—” He paused and waved his hands. “Ah, but that is business that we two, Bradwarden, must discuss later. Nothing so serious that it cannot wait until old friends have had time to share news.”

Both Bradwarden and Roger seemed concerned for a moment, until Juraviel’s smile melted away any anxieties. “Not much for tellin’,” the centaur began. “All three towns are up and full o’ folk again.”

“Goblins in the area?” Juraviel asked.

“No sign of goblins, powries, or giants,” Roger was quick to reply. “We have kept vigilant scouting parties all about the region, and all has been quiet and peaceful.”

“We’re thinkin’ that there’s more than a few o’ the beasts farther to the north,” Bradwarden added. “But we’re thinkin’, too, that none o’ them got the belly for comin’ south again.”

Juraviel nodded, for it seemed logical enough. These two and Elbryan, along with a contingent of Kingsmen and some renegade monks, had gone all the way back to the Barbacan, after all, hundreds of miles through the Wilderlands, with hardly a sign of the monsters. And Juraviel’s own trail had led him in from the Wilderlands to the west, again with no sign of any monsters, except of course in the Moorlands, which had always been thick with goblins. Those goblins, until the coming of the dactyl, had never been a threat to anybody except for those foolish enough to wander into their territory.

Yes, the land was settling again, at long last, into peace, and that fact only made Bradwarden’s song all the sweeter.

“And if they do come south,” Roger put in at length, “then I’ll find them and steal all their weapons, and won’t they be easy to chase off then!”

“Unless they have Craggoth hounds,” Juraviel said to the boastful man somewhat sternly; and the mention of the powerful powrie hunting dogs reminded Roger of a not-so-pleasant experience.

Bradwarden howled with laughter and Roger’s lips got very tight, but Juraviel held the man’s gaze with equal intensity; his expression alone poignantly asked Roger who it was that he was trying to impress.

“Well, enough o’ the boastin’,” Bradwarden said, and he lifted his pipes back to his lips, but paused and nodded to Juraviel. “Ye goin’ to tell us what’s bringin’ ye back here, elf? Or are ye waitin’ for us to beg ye?”

“I have become the mentor to another ranger,” Juraviel admitted.

“You are bringing another ranger here?” Roger quickly put in, his tone making it seem as if he was not too thrilled about that prospect.

“She is just a child,” he explained, “and her path, I assure you, will bring her nowhere near Dundalis.”

Roger nodded grimly, but his look turned perplexed. “She?”

“Why are you so surprised?” Juraviel replied. “Do you not believe that a woman can be a ranger?”

“Ho, ho, what!” Bradwarden howled, doing his best Avelyn Desbris imitation. “But wouldn’t Pony be kickin’ yer skinny backside if she ever heard ye talkin’ like that!”

Roger shrugged, conceding the point.

“Indeed, Jilseponie would have been a fine candidate for our training,” Juraviel agreed. “Had we known her potential when she walked down the road from the ruined Dundalis, we might have changed her life’s path considerably.”

This whole topic seemed like a minor point, and nothing to debate, but Juraviel noted that Roger didn’t appear very pleased by it all. The elf understood Roger Lockless, particularly the man’s minor failings, well enough to recognize the source of that look. “You, too, Roger Lockless, might have found yourself in Caer’alfar, had your situation merited it.”

“I could still go and learn,” the young man insisted.

“You are at least five years too old,” Juraviel explained. “Lady Dasslerond would have no part of bringing an adult human into our land for such training.”

“Then you teach me,” Roger said, only half kiddingly, “while you are here, I mean.”

“The training takes years.”

“Then just teach me select parts of it,” Roger went on. “Teach me that sword dance that Elbryan and Pony …” His voice trailed off, his mouth hanging open at the sight of Juraviel, whose lips were thin, and his expression stern, seemingly bordering on the verge of an explosion.

“I’m thinkin’ he’s sayin’ no,” Bradwarden remarked dryly.

Roger looked to Bradwarden for support and smiled sheepishly.

“So are ye goin’ to tell us, elf?” the centaur prompted. “Ye got yerself a new ranger-to-be, but that’s not a reason for ye to come all the way out here to tell me about it.”

“She is a rider,” Juraviel said, his glare still locked upon Roger, “and I must secure a mount for her.” He understood that the young man hadn’t intentionally said anything wrong, but the mere mention of bi’nelle dasada, the secret elven fighting technique, opened a wound. It was Elbryan’s teaching of the secret dance to Jilseponie that had so angered Lady Dasslerond, and, Juraviel believed, that was why Lady Dasslerond felt justified in keeping their child and raising it as a son of the Touel’alfar. Lady Dasslerond’s anger, Juraviel believed, was the primary reason guiding her handling of the boy, her keeping Juraviel away from him, her keeping Jilseponie ignorant of his existence. Even more than that, Lady Dasslerond held Juraviel ultimately at fault for Elbryan’s teaching Jilseponie the sword dance. Whatever feelings he might have for Elbryan or for Jilseponie, Juraviel couldn’t deny the truth of Elbryan’s betrayal. The ranger had given something away that was not his to give, and in doing so, he had, to Lady Dasslerond’s way of thinking, threatened the very existence of the Touel’alfar.

“We’ve more than a few fine ponies runnin’ about,” Bradwarden started to answer, but then a wry grin crossed his face. “Ye’re not thinkin’ …” he guessed.

“A proper mount for a ranger,” Juraviel said determinedly.

Roger looked from one to the other, as if trying to decipher their meaning, but then his eyes widened and he stared at Juraviel. “Symphony?” he asked. “You mean to take Symphony away? But—”

“Easy, lad,” Bradwarden intervened. “I’m thinkin’ that none’re takin’ Symphony unless Symphony’s wantin’ to go.”

“True enough,” Juraviel agreed, “and I am sure that if Symphony is not agreeable, Bradwarden will help me to find another fitting mount.”

“Good rider, this one?” the centaur asked.

“To-gai-ru,” Juraviel answered.

Bradwarden whistled in admiration.

“Like the pinto horses?” Roger asked. “The ones the Allheart knights ride?”

“To-gai,” Bradwarden confirmed. “And they’re ponies, not horses, though they’re big ones at that, eight hundred pounds o’ muscle and on the top side o’ fourteen hands. If ye’re lookin’ to get one of those for yer young ranger, then ye’re lookin’ in the wrong place.”

Juraviel nodded and then decided to let the matter drop; he and Bradwarden could take care of the horse business later on. “Play your pipes, Forest Ghost,” he said with a smile. “I have heard enough of the events; now I wish to hear what is in Bradwarden’s heart.”

The centaur smiled and began his melody once again, while Juraviel reclined on the grass beside Roger. The young man was soon fast asleep, but Juraviel stayed up long into the night, staring at the stars and drinking in Bradwarden’s song.

“You were telling Bradwarden that you expect Jilseponie to return to Dundalis soon,” Juraviel prompted Roger when the two were walking back through the forest toward Dundalis the next morning. The day was hot and sunny, with not a hint of a wind. Bradwarden had gone off at daybreak to scout the horse herd for Juraviel, and to see if he could find Symphony.

“She may already be there,” the young man replied with obvious excitement; and Juraviel, too, was thrilled at the prospect of seeing his dear friend once more. There was something else edging Roger’s voice, Juraviel recognized, something beyond simple happiness and excitement.

“Have you seen her at all of late?” Juraviel asked.

“Not since last summer,” Roger replied, “not since the day Bradwarden and I brought—Elbryan—I mean …”

“The day you brought Nightbird’s casket from Palmaris,” Juraviel finished for him. “I watched you begin your journey up the northern road.”

“That was the worst journey of my life,” Roger said, his voice slightly quavering. “I still can’t believe …”

“He is at rest in the grove?” Juraviel asked. “Beside his uncle Mather?”

Roger nodded, and the elf immediately turned aside from the trail back to Dundalis, heading instead for the grave of his friend, with Roger close behind.

The temperature seemed cooler in the sheltered grove in the forest north of Dundalis. Juraviel, who knew the place well, led the way along the many-forked and confusing trails, for though the grove was not very large, there was a bit of magic about it, a minor illusion placed by Lady Dasslerond herself, using her powerful emerald, when she had come to bid farewell to Mather Wyndon several years after his death.

Juraviel picked the trail with certainty, moving among the somber trees; and soon the pair came to the place, with its side-by-side cairns. They stood solemnly for a long while, staring and remembering—and for Juraviel, who had lived for more than two centuries, that meant remembering two friends, two rangers.

“Tempest was buried there with Mather Wyndon for years until Elbryan earned it from the spirit of his uncle,” the elf remarked at length.

Roger cleared his throat uncomfortably, and Juraviel let his look linger on him until Roger offered an explanation.

“We weren’t sure which tomb should get the sword,” Roger explained. “To me, it was Elbryan’s—Nightbird’s—weapon, but Bradwarden thought it better if Tempest went back to rest with Mather.”

“But the bow, Hawkwing, is with Nightbird?” Juraviel asked somewhat urgently, for that bow, the last the elf’s father had ever crafted, had been made specifically for Nightbird.

“With Elbryan,” Roger confirmed.

“Fair enough,” the elf said, and Roger seemed to relax.

Just for a moment again, Juraviel had to stare long and hard at Roger to get him to open up with his feelings. “I keep thinking that perhaps if I, or we, had found our way into St. Precious earlier—soon enough to get the weapons and deliver them to Nightbird—that the fight at Chasewind Manor might have turned out differently,” Roger explained.

“I tried to do just that,” Juraviel admitted, hoping to alleviate Roger’s guilt. “I was within the abbey when the alarm sounded, when Jilseponie began her determined march across the city. I could not find them, sword or bow.”

“They were both within St. Precious,” Roger said. He was nodding and did seem relieved. “We found them afterward, locked in a secret place by Father Abbot Markwart. Brother Braumin brought them to Jilseponie, but she bade him to send them north with the caisson, to be buried with Nightbird. I just wish Nightbird had them in his grasp when he went into Chasewind Manor after Pony.”

“It was a confused moment,” Juraviel agreed. “Much was misplaced.” The way he said that and the look he gave to Roger seemed to throw the young man off balance.

“Well, we found them at least,” Roger insisted—too eagerly, Juraviel noted. The elf knew then that Roger was hiding something, and, given the man’s demeanor when he spoke of Jilseponie’s impending arrival and the rumors Lady Dasslerond had told him that the woman’s cache of gemstones had not been recovered from Chasewind Manor, Juraviel had a pretty good idea what that might be.

“Yes, and you dispensed them properly,” Juraviel agreed. “And never did I doubt that Roger Lockless and Bradwarden would act in any way that was not in the best interests of all.”

“We did not know if the Touel’alfar would want them back,” Roger explained.

Juraviel looked down at the cairns, at the burial places of two great rangers and of two marvelous elven weapons. He suspected that these cairns might be disturbed in the not too distant future, as a new ranger, heir to the bloodline of Mather and Elbryan, came to claim his territory and his birthright. The boy would have to do battle with the spirit of Mather to win the right to wield Tempest, and likewise would have to face his own father for the right to carry Hawkwing. Lady Dasslerond had better train the child well, Juraviel thought.

“You did well in the aftermath of the tragedy,” Juraviel said at length. “It was a confusing time, and much, I suspect, was misplaced.” There, the elf thought, he had left Roger an opening.

But Roger didn’t take the bait, just shrugged his shoulders.

Belli’mar Juraviel could accept that. To Roger’s understanding—to the understanding of all of them, Jilseponie included—the gemstones were neither the province nor the interest of the Touel’alfar. When Jilseponie had thought that she and Elbryan might be killed at St.-Mere-Abelle, she had begged Juraviel to take the cache of gemstones stolen by Avelyn Desbris, the source of Markwart’s anger at the pair, and carry them far away to Andur’Blough Inninness. Juraviel had steadfastly refused, insisting that the gemstones were a problem for the humans, not the elves.

How ironic that seemed to the elf, given one of his missions to this place.

“Come,” he bade Roger. “I will take you to the northern slope that overlooks Dundalis and you can go see if there is any word from Jilseponie. Bradwarden and I will meet you on the hillock tonight that we might enjoy together a fine meal, fine conversation, and the centaur’s song.”

Roger followed the elf out of the grove and across the few forested miles back to the village. Juraviel set off as soon as Roger was out of sight, half running, half flying back to find the centaur.

Bradwarden had marked his trail well for the elf, and so Juraviel had little trouble locating him on a long ridge of birch, overlooking a wide field. Below, a herd of wild horses, including the magnificent black, white-booted stallion, grazed. Soon after Juraviel arrived beside the centaur, Symphony picked his head up and turned their way, and the elf caught the glimmer of turquoise set in the stallion’s chest, a magical gemstone Avelyn Desbris had placed there to heighten the connection between rider and mount.

“I told him ye mean to take him,” Bradwarden remarked. Even as he finished, Symphony galloped their way, skidded to a stop, and reared, front legs pawing the air. Then the horse swung about and thundered off, and the whole herd took up the charge in his wake.

“I’m not thinkin’ he’s likin’ the idea,” Bradwarden added dryly.

Juraviel studied the running horse for a moment, the seeming urgency in Symphony’s long and thundering stride.

“Symphony’s pickin’ his own course,” Bradwarden went on. “He might be thinkin’ that there’s work to be done about here.”

“Would Symphony consider the fate of his own herd above my needs?” Juraviel asked.

“Sounds like an elf,” Bradwarden quipped with a snort.

Juraviel eyed him sternly, which, of course, only made the centaur laugh harder.

“Whatever Symphony might be thinking or feeling, his path is his own to choose, and I’ll not try to drag him to Andur’Blough Inninness,” Juraviel announced.

Bradwarden snorted all the louder, as if the mere thought of that was absurd—which indeed, Juraviel knew, it was. Even in the days when Nightbird rode Symphony, the stallion knew no master.

“Have you any other prospects?” Juraviel asked.

“Symphony showed me one,” Bradwarden explained, pointing down the line to a small, muscular sorrel stallion running near the back of the herd, and not in tight formation like the rest, but lagging and ranging out wide, this way and that. “A two-year-old, and getting a bit edgy.”

“Symphony showed you?” Juraviel asked. The elf really didn’t doubt that Symphony and Bradwarden were capable of such communication, but he had to wonder at the stallion’s intent, if there was any, in picking out one of its own herd.

“He’s got the mare smell in his nose,” Bradwarden explained, “and it’s takin’ out all his senses. He even took a run at Symphony. Ye’ll be takin’ him away or Symphony’ll be kickin’ him deep into the forest. If the little one’s lucky, Symphony won’t kill him.”

Juraviel nodded, for now it made sense. There were other stallions in the herd besides Symphony, but not many, and apparently none in competition with the great stallion. Juraviel had reservations, though—would this spirited young stallion be too much for young Brynn?—and they showed clearly in his expression.

“Ye take him away from the mare smell, and he’ll be a fine one,” the centaur said, obviously catching the elf’s drift. “Ye might be geldin’ him, o’ course, though I’ve never been fond o’ that treatment!”

“Will Symphony help us secure him?”

“Oh, I’ll get him for ye,” the centaur assured him. “I’ll have him this very night, though it’ll take a couple o’ days for me and Roger to break him.”

The image brought on by Bradwarden’s choice of partners brought a smile to Juraviel. Roger had never been much of a rider, and if this young stallion was as spirited and strong as he appeared, the young man might be finding getting out of bed each morning a bit of a trial.

“Same hill?” Bradwarden asked.

“Sheila will be bright tonight,” Juraviel replied. “I will meet you there when she passes her midpoint.”

The centaur reached down and hoisted a long length of strong rope, slinging it over one shoulder. He gave a quick salute to Juraviel, then trotted down along the ridgeline, paralleling the course of Symphony and the herd. “I’m hopin’ none o’ them mares’re hot with the smell,” he remarked quietly.

“For the stallion’s sake or for your own?” Juraviel asked with a laugh, and Bradwarden joined in.

Juraviel thought to go directly to the outskirts of Dundalis then, to listen in on the conversations of unwitting humans and learn what he might about events since the fall of Markwart and also to discern any further information about Jilseponie’s progress to the north. He found himself sidetracked, though. Again he found himself standing in the grove before the two stone cairns. Whatever words Juraviel might find, like n’Touel’alfar, they did little to relieve his pain at that moment. He remembered Mather, and the man’s gallant fall while saving the young Bradwarden from the clutches of a goblin horde—no wonder that the centaur insisted upon returning Tempest to Mather’s side. Mostly, though, Juraviel explored the newer, raw wound—the loss of Elbryan. He remembered all his days with the young man, training him, bringing him along in his understanding of the elven way of seeing the world, and teaching him bi’nelle dasada. He remembered the night of Elbryan’s naming, when the young man became Nightbird the ranger, under a starry sky in Caer’alfar. He contrasted that event with Dasslerond’s continuing anger at the man and at Jilseponie, and considered his own initial reaction, anger, upon learning that Nightbird had taught the woman the sword dance. But then Juraviel remembered the first time he had seen the two fighting together within bi’nelle dasada, battling goblins on a hillock above a trapped wagon caravan. How beautiful they had been together, how complementary to each other’s movements, and how deadly to the goblins. Watching that display, Belli’mar Juraviel had thrown away his anger at Nightbird, had then considered the man’s instruction of Jilseponie a gift upon the elven gift, heightening the value of that the elves had given to him.

If only Lady Dasslerond had been able to witness such a display!

But she had not, and Juraviel’s description of the scene could hardly sway her.

“Rest well, my fallen friend,” the elf said. “Keep Hawkwing close to your side until the day that your son comes to claim it.”

That last statement brought a smile to Juraviel’s face, as he turned and started for Dundalis, but how much wider that smile would have been, he realized, if he were allowed to play some role in tutoring the child of Nightbird.

The elf spent the rest of the day about the outskirts of Dundalis, resting on high branches, and listening to conversations of some of the townsfolk. He fell asleep to dreams of his lost friend and didn’t awaken until the moon was high in the clear night sky.

He arrived at the base of the hillock, serenaded by Bradwarden’s piping, a short while later. The young stallion was there, tethered to a tree, grazing easily and not even lifting its head to mark the approach of the quiet elf.

He found Roger reclining beside the centaur, much in the same position as the night before.

“Got him,” Bradwarden remarked. “Oh, but he’s a spirited beastie. Yer little ranger friend is in for some wild ridin’.”

“And what about my little friend Roger?” Juraviel asked with a smile.

Roger, who obviously had already been informed of his role, put on a sour look that the elf knew was mostly bluster.

“He’ll be sittin’ funny for a bit, don’t ye doubt,” the centaur said with a laugh. “But we’ll get the stallion so he’ll take a saddle, at least.”

“A week?” Juraviel asked. “For I’ve some business to attend to.”

Bradwarden nodded. “I’ll break ’em both by then,” he said, glancing wryly sidelong at Roger.

The three spent the rest of the night relaxing on the hillock. After Roger had fallen asleep, Juraviel wandered down to the stallion to better inspect him.

With his ragged sorrel coat, he wasn’t the prettiest of horses, certainly nothing compared to Symphony, but he was strong and well muscled, with enough inner fires showing in his dark eyes to keep Brynn Dharielle working hard indeed.

Juraviel was back on the road in the morning, leaving Bradwarden and Roger to their work with the stallion. He headed south, shadowing the one road, with a hundred and fifty miles before him. He meant to arrive in Caer Tinella in three days.


Chapter 12
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Reciprocation

“THERE THEY GO,” LIAM O’BLYTHE REMARKED AS THE LINE OF GOBLINS STREAMED along the ravine floor below them. “Right along yer big friend’s course and right on time.”

“Signal the archers,” Prince Midalis instructed. “Let us be done with this.”

Liam lifted his spear, tipped with a red flag emblazoned with the black cow: the sign of death. Before the man had gone through three waves of the pennant, the eager archers, set along both sides of the ravine, began firing their missiles down upon the running goblins.

Bruinhelde and his kinsmen had caught this band, one of the few remaining anywhere near Pireth Vanguard, as they camped in the forest. Using Andacanavar as scout and as liaison to Midalis and his men, the Alpinadorans had orchestrated this little ambush.

The archers thinned the goblin line, and those monsters sprinting out in front of the main host soon came upon a series of traps, trip lines, and ankle pits, buried spikes, and one deep trench that bottled up the whole retreat. And that, of course, merely gave the archers more time to let fly their arrows, and into a more concentrated group of targets.

Not to miss any of the fun, Bruinhelde and his horde then appeared at the end of the ravine to Midalis’ right. The lead Alpinadorans charged out and fell into their hammer-spins, launching a devastating barrage at the nearest goblins.

And still the archers rained death upon the confused and frightened creatures.

Midalis’ cavalry appeared at the left end of the ravine, coming in slowly and in tight ranks, spears leveled before them.

“I should be down with them,” the Prince remarked, and, indeed, this was the first action of the season in which he had not been leading the way. There had been no time, for Midalis had been at St. Belfour when the call had come in, and the goblin retreat had been on in full by the time he had even reached this spot on the ridge in the center of the ravine’s northern side.

“Bah, but they’re not even to see any fightin’,” Liam replied, “nothin’ more than runnin’ down a few strays.”

The second Alpinadoran line came charging ahead then, closer to the trailing goblin ranks; and again, the huge northern men spun and launched their chain-handled hammers, smashing the closest ranks.

The goblins didn’t even try to assume any defensive formation, just scrambled all over one another, howling and screaming and running out of that death pit in every direction. Those climbing up the north and south walls were met by concentrated arrow volleys that sent them skidding back in their own blood. Those going to the east—Midalis’ left—were run down and skewered. Those trying to run back the way they had come, to the west, were met by a third hammer barrage.

It was over in a few minutes, and Prince Midalis hadn’t heard even a single human cry out in pain. After all the months of fighting, this skirmish, the battle of the Masur Tierman-dae—so named for the dry bed of the stream that had shaped the ravine—was easily the most one-sided of the entire conflict.

It was no accident, Midalis understood. As his warriors and the Alpinadorans had come to know and better trust each other, as they had come to understand each other’s fighting strengths and weaknesses, they had learned to complement each other. And now, with the barbarians growing more accustomed to the Vanguard terrain, the combined force was better shaping the battlefields, picking the fights in which they could inflict the most damage and avoiding those that seemed too risky.

The battle of the Masur Tierman-dae had been a complete success, and Midalis confidently expected many more of the same … if they could find enough goblins left to kill.

Some movement from behind caught their attention, and the pair turned to see Andacanavar striding up the ridge, deftly picking his course among the tangles of brush and roots. Without a word of greeting, he moved to stand beside Midalis and Liam; and though the two Vanguardsmen were mounted, they did not tower over the huge Alpinadoran.

“I came to this place as soon as I heard of the fight,” Midalis explained. “And I feared that I missed it—though it has been choreographed perfectly, a complete rout. But I am surprised to see Andacanavar here. I had thought you would be leading the Alpinadoran ranks.”

“Bruinhelde’s fight, from beginning to end,” the ranger answered. “And your archers and horsemen performed their role perfectly. Look down on the ravine with hope, Prince Midalis, for before you looms the last goblin threat to Vanguard.” As he finished, he turned away from the slaughter on the ravine floor to gaze meaningfully at Midalis. When Midalis met his eyes, he understood that Andacanavar referred to much more than regional security.

With this slaughter, the goblins had been eradicated from Vanguard in Honce-the-Bear. But now, Midalis knew, would come the real test. Would the army of Vanguard follow the Alpinadorans north to the southern reaches of their kingdom, to secure those lands, as well?

Midalis wanted to give the ranger his assurances of that cooperation, but he could not; his talks with his countrymen toward just that end had not been met with enthusiasm. He nodded to Andacanavar and remarked, “And all the minions of the dactyl will be on the run before long.”

Andacanavar cocked an eyebrow at the obviously evasive remark, but he, too, nodded, apparently accepting the delicacy of the situation.

“Where was Andacanavar, then, to be missin’ such a fight as this?” Liam O’Blythe put in. He added, “Does well by Bruinhelde to see him puttin’ together such a massacre.”

“Business in the north,” the ranger answered, and he looked even more intently at the Prince of Vanguard and went on, “arrangements to be made.”

Midalis glanced back at Liam and saw the look of concern on the man’s face—for he had told Liam of Andacanavar’s pending “arrangements.” Ironically, it was that expression of doubt, of fear even, that bolstered Midalis in his resolve that this alliance with Bruinhelde’s people would not be a passing thing. He turned back to Andacanavar, his face grim, and nodded. “Inform Bruinhelde that I will meet him at the mead hall tomorrow night,” he said, “that we might discuss our plans.”

The ranger looked back down at the valley, where the last of the goblins were scrambling wildly, only to be run down, skewered by arrows or blasted by Alpinadoran hammers.

“And a fine mead hall celebration it will be,” the ranger remarked. He patted Midalis’ horse on the neck and trotted back the way he had come, as Midalis and Liam silently watched him go.

When Midalis finally looked away from the ranger, toward his companion, he saw that the distress had not left Liam’s expression.

“He moves with the grace of a much smaller man,” Midalis remarked, more to break the tension than anything else.

“And quick on his feet, if he went all the way to the mountains and back,” Liam agreed, his sharp tone and his reference to the mountains—the expected locale of the ominous arrangements for the blood-brothering Andacanavar had indicated to Midalis—telling the Prince in no uncertain terms that Liam’s fears were strongly founded.

“Your concern truly touches me,” he said with a chuckle.

Liam didn’t smile. “I’m not thrilled with losin’ me Prince,” he said.

“Andacanavar would not have arranged this trial if he believed I could not survive it,” Midalis replied, “nor have I even agreed to partake.”

“Oh, ye’ll go,” Liam continued, nodding his head. “I know ye too well to think ye’d refuse any dare.”

That brought another chuckle to Midalis, with the recollections of so many chances he and Liam had taken together as younger men in the wild Vanguard woods. Liam even managed a slight smile of his own then, unable to resist the delicious memories.

“But ye were younger then,” Liam said after a moment, “and we was both seein’ less to lose.”

“I have not agreed,” Midalis repeated, bluntly and firmly, and there was truth in his words. He truly had not decided upon the wisdom of accepting the blood-brothering, as Andacanavar had called it. On the surface, it seemed like a wonderful way to strengthen the bond between the Vanguardsmen and the Alpinadorans—Bruinhelde was no minor chieftain among the northern clans! If Midalis and Bruinhelde both survived the blood-brothering trials, they would be bound forever as siblings.

But Midalis knew that by agreeing to such a binding trial, a ritual that would bind not only him but also those who served him, he was in effect signing a treaty with Alpinador—or at least with Bruinhelde’s substantial clan. And did he have the right to enter into such a treaty without the knowledge and blessings of his brother, the King? What would happen if Bruinhelde called upon their alliance at some future date, forcing the Prince of Vanguard to send half his troops to the frigid northern reaches of desolate Alpinador to battle some new enemy, a great dragon, perhaps, or invading powries?

On the other hand, Prince Midalis could not deny that Bruinhelde and his clansmen had saved him and his army, had saved St. Belfour, despite their animosity toward the Abellican Church. Could the honorable Midalis ignore the ranger’s request for such a binding?

“Haven’t ye then?” Liam remarked after a long and uncomfortable silence. “Haven’t ye come to see the barbarians as allies? Even as friends, mayhap?”

Midalis stared at him hard, but didn’t deny the words.

“Haven’t ye figured that we’d be packin’ for the roads north, to see if any goblins’re needin’ chasin’ out in Bruinhelde’s land?”

“Do you not believe that we owe that much, at least?” Midalis replied.

“Aye,” Liam said resignedly and without hesitation. “We’re owin’ them barbarians too much, by me own figurin’. But I’ll be with ye, don’t ye doubt.”

“Never did,” Midalis answered, and he urged his horse into motion and turned back down the ridge.

He and Liam met the rest of the warriors on the field outside of St. Belfour soon after, the men full of excitement. The monks came out to join in the celebration as well, led by a boisterous Agronguerre bearing barrels of wine and ale and food. They all knew it, without ever hearing it proclaimed officially by Midalis: the goblin threat had been ended this day, and the folk of Vanguard could go about putting their fields, and their lives, back in order.

Midalis took it all in stride, and prepared to let them have this night of rejoicing—or thought he would, at least, until Andacanavar and Bruinhelde arrived. Fortunately, Midalis was among the first to spot them.

The Prince rushed over to the pair and spoke before either of them, particularly grim Bruinhelde, could instigate the conversation about Vanguardsmen going north. “I have promised to meet you in the mead hall tomorrow night,” he said.

“You do not invite us to participate in your celebration?” Bruinhelde asked. “Would it have been better for Midalis, then, if we had not fought the goblins this day?”

“Of c-course you are welcome,” Midalis stuttered, only then realizing how ungrateful and unwelcoming he had sounded. “You and all of your warriors. I only thought … I mean, my friend, you do not wear the face of celebration but one of planning.”

“There will be no mead hall tomorrow night,” Bruinhelde explained, rather gruffly. But since Midalis was certainly used to gruffness from the man, this did not alarm him greatly. “We leave with the morning light, for the northern trails back to our home.”

Liam O’Blythe walked up beside the Prince then, bearing extra mugs of ale, which he offered to the guests.

“You can understand Bruinhelde’s desire to be on the road as soon as possible,” Andacanavar stated. “He knows not whether any of our fleeing enemies have ventured into his homeland, though we left the passes into the region well guarded.”

“Of course,” Midalis agreed, and he held his mug up in salute to Bruinhelde. The barbarian looked at the Prince for a moment, then responded in kind.

“Tomorrow will be a sad day for the men of Vanguard,” Midalis went on.

“For some,” Bruinhelde replied, and Midalis knew he was talking about the brothers of St. Belfour; for though Agronguerre had done well to secure the alliance, the barbarians had remained suspicious of the monks.

“For all,” Midalis replied. “Vanguard has not forgotten what you and your warriors have done for us. All in St. Belfour would have perished had not Bruinhelde and his brethren come to the field. We remember.”

“Well enough to follow us north?” the Alpinadoran leader asked bluntly.

Midalis sighed. “I had meant to address that issue in detail with my warriors at sunrise,” he explained. “Thus, I had planned to speak with you at the mead hall tomorrow night.”

“You will come or you will not,” Bruinhelde said.

“You are the leader of the Vanguardsmen,” Andacanavar said. “Is not your word their law?”

There it was, spoken baldly without any room for evasion. Midalis was indeed the leader, the ruler, was the man who had to make this decision. But Prince Midalis had never been an autocrat, preferring rather to build consensus for his decisions. He almost always sought out the advice of his fellows—Liam, Agronguerre, and others—and always listened carefully to that advice before acting. Now, though, it had been laid squarely upon his shoulders: a great weight, a great decision that could hold grave implications for his beloved fellow Vanguardsmen in the immediate future and for the kingdom of Honce-the-Bear for years to come.

And Midalis had to respond now. Studying the Alpinadorans, he recognized that Bruinhelde had forced this decision as a test more of the man Midalis, than of the Vanguardsmen in general. Given that Bruinhelde and Midalis were about to go through the most intimate of ceremonies, where, according to Andacanavar, they would have to depend fully on each other or perish, the Prince could understand Bruinhelde’s desire to see his heart laid bare.

“We shall come,” Midalis answered firmly. Liam gasped, but did well, Midalis thought, in quickly composing himself. “Of course we shall! What friends, what allies, would you have made, good Bruinhelde, if we accepted your blood to protect our homes but did not offer our own in return? I do not yet know, however, how many I can bring with me. Our farms and homes have been ravaged by the years of battle, and I must make sure that they are ready to supply us for the next winter.”

“Make your plans, then,” Bruinhelde offered. “We will await your arrival at the mead hall tomorrow night.”

“But ye just said—” a confused Liam started to protest. But Midalis, who understood well the test Bruinhelde had just put to him and was not the least bit surprised by the Alpinadoran leader’s reversal, stopped him with an upraised hand.

“I will bring as many as can be spared,” Midalis replied. “Now, please join us in our celebration.” He turned and waved his hand across, an invitation for the two Alpinadorans, who, with their great height and massive bulk, stood out among the smaller Vanguardsmen.

Bruinhelde looked to Andacanavar, and the ranger nodded and led the way into the host of revelers. Few joined the two barbarians, though many looked their way. After a while, Prince Midalis, fearing that their guests might feel insulted, bade Liam to gather a few friends and go and join them.

“They’re all afraid o’ sayin’ the wrong thing,” Liam explained. “Ye do well with Bruinhelde and the ranger, but the rest of us don’t know ’em, and aren’t sure we’re wantin’ to know ’em!

“I know what ye’re thinkin’ to say,” Liam quickly added, seeing that Midalis was about to protest. “And no, me lord, I’m not forgettin’ what Bruinhelde and his kin did for us on the field about St. Belfour and in all the fightin’ since.”

“Then go and make our guests feel welcome,” Midalis instructed. Liam turned to do just that, but stopped short.

“Seems another had the same way o’ thinkin’,” he said, leading Midalis’ gaze across to the two barbarians and to Abbot Agronguerre and Brother Haney, who were approaching them.

Midalis set off quickly at once, Liam falling in step behind him.

“Greetings, good Bruinhelde and good Andacanavar,” he heard the abbot say. “You remember Brother Haney, I trust.”

A group of men cut across Midalis at that moment, stopping him short, and their discussion prevented him from hearing the barbarians’ response. He breathed a little easier when he finally managed to get around the group of Vanguardsmen, to find the two monks and the two barbarians seemingly at ease.

“Twenty brothers,” Agronguerre was saying as Midalis approached. “I wish it could be more, as I wish that I could travel with you.”

“You’re not so old,” Andacanavar offered to the abbot.

“Closer to seventy than to sixty!” Agronguerre proudly replied, patting his belly under the drawstring of his brown robe.

Andacanavar laughed and winked at that statement, a not-so-subtle reminder that he, too, had seen several decades of life, though he could outfight any man north of the gulf.

“Me abbot’s got to stay in St. Belfour,” Brother Haney cut in. “Word’s that a messenger’s on the way from the south. We lost our Father Abbot—”

“The leader of our Church,” Agronguerre explained. Andacanavar nodded, but Bruinhelde just held his stoic, unreadable expression. “And thus, I expect to be summoned to the south, where a new leader will be elected. But with Vanguard apparently secured, my brothers and I wish to help along the road to the north. I would not presume to send Abellican monks into Alpinador, though, without your permission.”

“We came to your aid, you come to ours,” Bruinhelde remarked, cutting short Andacanavar, who seemed to be beginning another of his many diplomatic interventions. “It is fair and good. Your brothers are welcome, and with my thanks.”

Prince Midalis could hardly believe his ears. He and Liam joined the group with a nod, and with the Prince patting Agronguerre on the shoulder.

“They will take gemstones with them,” Agronguerre went on, “and will use them against our enemies and to aid the wounded Vanguardsmen. For your own wounded—” Bruinhelde stiffened and Midalis held his breath “—the choice remains yours to make, of course.” Agronguerre continued, “If you desire our healing magic, pray you simply ask.”

“No,” said Bruinhelde.

“As you will,” Agronguerre replied. “I feel that I would be derelict in our friendship if I did not make the offer.”

“And a fine offer you’ve made,” Andacanavar put in.

“You will watch over the brothers,” Bruinhelde said to Midalis.

“Brother Haney will lead them,” Agronguerre remarked, but the barbarian leader wasn’t paying him any attention.

“We welcome them as allies against our enemies,” Bruinhelde went on. “Not as …” He leaned over to Andacanavar and said something in the Alpinadoran tongue, and the ranger promptly translated.

“Not as missionaries.”

“Of course,” Abbot Agronguerre said with a bow, and he turned to Midalis. “Let us know when you plan to depart. The brothers will be ready.” With another bow to the barbarians, he led Brother Haney away.

“It is time for us to return to our own folk, as well,” Andacanavar said. “We await you at the mead hall tomorrow night.

“And, Prince Midalis,” he added with a sly look, “name a second to command your force. If the opportunity presents itself, perhaps we can make this trip doubly profitable. And, my friend, you never can tell when the spirit shaggoth will win.”

Midalis smiled at the remark, but he felt Liam O’Blythe tense at his side, and he knew that his friend was going to try to persuade him against accepting the blood-brothering, probably long into the night.


Chapter 13
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Finding Sides

“YOU CHOOSE YOUR ALLIES FOOLISHLY,” TARGON BREE KALAS FUMED AT ABBOT Braumin.

“Choose?” Braumin echoed incredulously, and in truth, the churchman shared Kalas’ feelings more than the Duke could ever know.

“Bishop De’Unnero is not well liked within the city,” Kalas went on.

“Nor within the Church,” Braumin said under his breath. They had met by chance at the Palmaris market, but as soon as Braumin had seen Kalas coming, had seen the expression on the Duke’s face, he had guessed the source of the man’s ire.

“They remember Aloysius Crump,” Kalas went on. “Who could forget the sight of the innocent man being roasted alive with your godly magic? They remember De’Unnero’s actions against their families and friends. And now you are fool enough to parade him before the people? Does your Church invite such disdain?”

Abbot Braumin swallowed hard, forcing himself to calm down, reminding himself not to play into Kalas’ hands here in the open. For a brief moment, he had wondered why in the world Duke Kalas, with whom he had been fighting from the very beginning of their respective appointments, would go out of his way to point out the trouble with keeping De’Unnero around. But given the public nature of this place, given the multitude of spectators and the way the Duke had already couched the premise of the conversation, the answer seemed clear. Braumin had gone out of his way to keep De’Unnero’s return as secret as possible, though rumors had slipped out. He had begged the former Bishop to keep a low profile, and De’Unnero, apparently understanding the wisdom of Braumin’s suggestion, had done just that.

“Am I to refuse the former Bishop entry to St. Precious?” Braumin asked innocently.

“Expel him!” Duke Kalas returned. It struck Braumin then that there was more than political gain motivating Kalas here, there was true hatred for De’Unnero. “Excommunicate him! Why, I would not share the same church with the man!”

“I have not seen you at service in St. Precious, your Grace,” Braumin pointed out.

But Kalas snorted, shook his head, and walked away, with every member of his entourage pointedly speaking the name of De’Unnero, along with some unfavorable adjective, as they followed him.

Abbot Braumin stood in the market for a long while, aware of the angry stares coming at him from every angle. De’Unnero had made too many enemies here, he understood, and he dropped the fruit he had picked back into the vendor’s cart and started away swiftly for St. Precious, hoping that he might use Kalas’ tirade and those angry stares of the peasants to persuade the former Bishop that it would be better for all if he left the city.

Master Francis paused and stared long and hard at the cold walls of St.-Mere-Abelle, brown and gray stone stretching for more than a mile along the high cliff overlooking All Saints Bay. He remembered the first time he had entered the abbey, more than a decade before, a young novice walking through the Gauntlet of Willing Suffering, a row of older brothers armed with wooden paddles.

Still, Francis would have preferred that treatment to what awaited him now within the foreboding place. His news was grim, all of it, from the disaster in Palmaris and the loss of brothers to the goblins outside Davon Dinnishire to, perhaps worst of all, the signs he had encountered of the rosy plague. But even more than that, Francis saw St.-Mere-Abelle now as a reminder of his errors. In that place, he had followed Father Abbot Markwart, had obeyed the man blindly, even when Markwart was torturing the innocent Chilichunks and the centaur, Bradwarden, in the dungeons. Here Francis had not spoken out against the murder—and it was indeed murder, he understood now—of Master Jojonah.

St.-Mere-Abelle—with all its strong stone walls, its sense of majesty and power—reminded Master Francis of his own frailties. And he could not even enter secure in the knowledge that he had put those faults behind him. Oh, he was wiser now, he understood the evil that had possessed Father Abbot Markwart, but it seemed to him that his own courage remained an elusive thing. Perhaps he had been wrong in withdrawing his demand that Jilseponie take over the Abellican Church. He understood and still recognized the problems that such a nomination would have brought, but shouldn’t he have fought for it anyway? Shouldn’t he have stood up for the right course, whatever the potential troubles?

And yet, Master Francis knew now, looking at the mighty St.-Mere-Abelle, that he could not have done it, could not have nominated Jilseponie. Not then and not now.

With a sigh, resigned to his own sense of failure, Master Francis Dellacourt led the brothers, the living carrying the dead, across the mile of open field to the front gates of St.-Mere-Abelle.

He was agitated, too much so, he knew, but Abbot Braumin could not contain his frustration. So many great dreams had followed him to this place within the hierarchy of the Church, so many hopes that Nightbird’s sacrifice would bolster him and his companions in their efforts to better the Church and better the world.

Yet in the months he had been serving as abbot of St. Precious, Braumin Herde had known only frustration. And while the abbey had done much to aid the inhabitants of Palmaris, had expanded its prayer services considerably and had sent out brothers with soul stones on missions of healing, Braumin had made little, if any, progress on any institutional changes at St. Precious. Every one of his plans had run into Duke Kalas, and the man had forced a stalemate.

And now De’Unnero!

The word of the former Bishop’s arrival was general throughout the city now, after the public discussion at the market. The prayer services immediately following their meeting had been crowded, but the people had not come into St. Precious for blessings but rather to gossip, to see if they might catch a glimpse to confirm that the hated De’Unnero was back.

Wisely, Marcalo De’Unnero had stayed away, as Braumin had advised. Protestors arrived daily and surrounded the abbey, calling for De’Unnero’s expulsion, excommunication, even execution. Braumin understood that Duke Kalas had likely put them up to it, but that hardly mattered—for others had fallen in with the plans, no doubt, and the rage would grow and grow along with the summer heat.

The abbot paced about his office now, wringing his hands, muttering prayers for guidance.

The door opened and Master Viscenti poked his head in, then swung the door wide so that De’Unnero could enter before him.

Braumin held up his hand to Viscenti, motioning for him to leave.

“Did you expect any different reaction when you returned to the city?” Braumin began curtly, when he and De’Unnero were alone.

De’Unnero snorted, an unimpressed grin upon his face. “I have returned subservient,” he said quietly. Braumin noted that there was a tremor in his voice, and it seemed to the abbot as if De’Unnero was engaged in a tremendous inner struggle at that moment. “I have accepted your ascension to a position I once held, have I not? A position that I would likely have continued to hold—”

“Master Francis replaced you as abbot long before the fight at Chasewind Manor,” Abbot Braumin reminded him.

De’Unnero paused, a telling hesitation to the perceptive Braumin. He was trying to compose himself, the abbot knew, trying not to fly into a rage—and while Braumin surely feared such a rage from this dangerous man, he thought that prodding De’Unnero along in that direction might not be a bad thing.

“You need not recite me a chronology, Abbot Braumin,” De’Unnero said, his voice controlled once more. “I understand perfectly well—better than do you, I am sure—all that went on during the last days of Father Abbot Markwart. I understand perfectly well the role I was forced to play—”

“That you eagerly played,” Braumin corrected. De’Unnero’s dark eyes flashed with anger, but again he paused and suppressed the rage.

“As you will,” he said, his dark eyes narrowing. “You were not here, I remind you.”

“Except when I was in your dungeons,” Braumin retorted. “Except when my friends and I were dragged from the Barbacan, from Mount Aida and Avelyn’s shrine, by De’Unnero and his henchmen.”

“By Father Abbot Markwart, whom De’Unnero served,” the former Bishop corrected, “and by the King of Honce-the-Bear. Have you forgotten? Was not Kalas, the same Duke Kalas who now serves as baron of Palmaris, beside me on that plateau, demanding your surrender?”

“I remember!” Abbot Braumin said loudly and firmly. “I remember, and so do they, Master De’Unnero, former Bishop of Palmaris,” he said, sweeping his arm out toward the window. “The people of Palmaris remember.”

De’Unnero stiffened; Braumin noted that he clenched one fist at his side.

“They hate you,” the abbot went on determinedly. “You represent to them everything that was wrong—”

“They are idiots,” De’Unnero interrupted sharply, his tone, the strength of his voice, setting Braumin back on his heels. “Fools all. Cattle and sheep who flock into our pews in the hopes that their minor sacrifice of time will bring them absolution for the miserable ways in which they conduct their lives.”

Braumin stuttered over that blunt proclamation for a few moments before coming up with any response at all. “They do not look upon your reign as bishop favorably,” he said. “As it was with Father Abbot Markwart—”

“I did not return to fight old battles,” De’Unnero insisted, his tone still razor edged—a clear sign to Braumin that his words against him were not falling upon deaf ears.

“Then why did you return, Marcalo De’Unnero?” the abbot asked, matching the man’s obvious ire.

“This is my appointed abbey,” De’Unnero replied immediately. “My Church.”

“I rather doubt that the current St. Precious resembles anything that could be called your Church,” Braumin reasoned, “nor Markwart’s.” He thought that he had touched a nerve within De’Unnero with the blunt statement, but the man’s look proved to be one of incredulity and not defensiveness.

“Because you tend to the ills of the populace?” he asked. “Because you comfort them and tell them that God will cure all and will take them into his bosom, no matter how wretched an existence they might live? Because, in your own foolishness and arrogance, you believe that you can cure those ills, that you can make it better for all of them?”

“Is that not our calling?”

“That is a lie, and nothing more!” De’Unnero insisted. “It is not our place to coddle and comfort, but to instruct and demand obedience.”

“You do not sound like one who has dismissed the errors of Markwart,” Braumin remarked.

“I sound like one who would not compound those errors with the false dreams of paradise,” De’Unnero retorted. “Since you apparently insist on such a course, perhaps I should make myself more prominent at prayers and about the city.”

“Do your words blot out the reality?” Braumin yelled at him, coming forward suddenly and poking his finger toward the man. “Can you not hear them about our walls? Can you not understand the enemies you have made, Duke Kalas among them? This is not your place, Marcalo De’Unnero. St. Precious is not—”

He ended with a gasp as De’Unnero exploded into motion, reaching his right hand over Braumin’s extended arm and jabbing finger. De’Unnero twisted his arm down and turned around, forcing Braumin to turn, bringing himself behind the abbot. De’Unnero had him locked and helpless, one arm up, painfully wrenched behind his back, with the former Bishop’s left arm tight across his throat.

“You did not learn your lessons in the arts martial, my friend,” De’Unnero purred into Braumin’s ear. Braumin could hear the feral, feline growl deep in the man’s throat.

“Get out of my abbey and out of my city,” Braumin replied, having to gasp for breath with every word.

“How easy it would be for me to reclaim the abbey,” De’Unnero went on. “Alas for poor Abbot Braumin, falling to his death down the stairs. Or out the window, perhaps. But thankfully, St. Precious is not in turmoil, for they’ve another abbot on hand. Pity about the accident.” As he ended, he tightened his hold and let go of Braumin’s arm, bringing his other arm up beside Braumin’s head.

The strength of the man appalled Braumin and made him acutely aware that De’Unnero could break his neck with a simple twist. Still, Braumin fought past the pain and the fear, held his determined course. “Alas for Baron Rochefort Bildeborough,” he gasped, referring to the longtime, beloved Baron of Palmaris, a man the populace believed had been killed by a great wildcat, but who those within Braumin’s circle believed had been murdered by none other than Marcalo De’Unnero.

De’Unnero growled at the reference. Braumin thought his life was at its end, but then the volatile former Bishop shoved Braumin away.

“You return subservient?” Braumin asked skeptically, rubbing his neck and echoing De’Unnero’s initial statement.

“Subservient to the truth and the mission of our Church,” De’Unnero replied. “But I see that my truth and your own are not in accord.”

“Get out of my abbey,” Braumin repeated.

“Have you that power, young Abbot Braumin?”

“I am not alone in my feelings toward you,” Braumin assured the man. “You are not welcome here—in St. Precious or in Palmaris.”

“And will you enlist Duke Kalas into your cause against me?” De’Unnero asked with a snort. “Will you seek the support of a man open in his disdain for the Abellican Church?”

“If I must,” Braumin answered coolly. “My brethren in St. Precious, the Duke’s soldiers, the people of Palmaris—whatever aid I might find in ridding the city of you.”

“How charitable,” De’Unnero said, his voice dripping sarcasm.

“Charitable for the people of Palmaris, yes,” Braumin replied without hesitation. He looked Marcalo De’Unnero in the eye again and matched the man’s intensity. “Get out of St. Precious and out of Palmaris,” he stated flatly and evenly, speaking each word with heavy emphasis. “You are not wanted here, and your presence will only weaken the position of St. Precious with the flock we tend.”

De’Unnero started to respond, but just spat upon the floor at Braumin’s feet and wheeled out of the room.

Master Viscenti entered on the man’s heels. “Are you all right?” he asked, obviously flustered and frightened.

“As all right as one can be after arguing with Marcalo De’Unnero,” Braumin answered dryly.

Viscenti bobbed his head, his nervous tic jerking one shoulder forward repeatedly. “I do not like that one at all,” he said. “I had hoped that he had met his end out … out wherever he has been!”

“Brother Viscenti!” Braumin scolded, though the abbot had to admit to himself that he felt the same way. “It is not our place to wish ill on a fellow brother of the Order.”

Viscenti looked at him incredulously, his expression almost horrified that Braumin would so name De’Unnero.

And Abbot Braumin understood the sentiment completely. But the truth was plain to him: De’Unnero had not been excommunicated, had not even been charged with any crime against the Crown or the Church. For whatever the rumors might say, the former Bishop owed no explanations and no apologies. How Braumin Herde wished he had some real evidence that De’Unnero had murdered the former Baron of Palmaris!

But he did not, and though De’Unnero had no claim to a position of bishop—which had been formally revoked by King Danube himself—or of abbot—for that title had been taken from De’Unnero formally by Father Abbot Markwart—the man remained a master of the Abellican Order, with a high rank and a strong voice in all matters of the Church, including the College of Abbots that would convene in the fall.

Braumin winced as he considered that De’Unnero might even make a play for the position of father abbot, then winced even more when he realized that several other prominent masters of St.-Mere-Abelle would likely back that nomination.

It was not a pleasant thought.

Marcalo De’Unnero left St. Precious that very evening. Abbot Braumin found little relief in watching him go.

Silence. Dead silence, a stillness so profound that it spoke volumes to Master Francis as he sat at the end of the long, narrow table in the audience chamber used by the father abbots of St.-Mere-Abelle. He had met with Master Fio Bou-raiy soon after his arrival in the abbey and had previewed for the man all that he would tell at the meeting—his entire tale, honestly spoken, except, at the bidding of Bou-raiy, his fears concerning the plague. That news had to be relayed more cautiously and to an even more select group, Bou-raiy had convinced Francis—or at least, had secured Francis’ agreement.

Francis had told the rest of his tale in full to the five masters in attendance: the dominant Bou-raiy, the most powerful man remaining at St.-Mere-Abelle; Machuso, who handled all the laymen working in the abbey; young Glendenhook, capable and ambitious, a recent appointee to the rank of master and only in his late thirties; and the two oldest, yet still least prominent among the group, Baldmir and Timminey, men who reminded Francis somewhat of Je’howith of St. Honce, only less forceful and conniving. It occurred to Francis that neither of the pair would even have been appointed to their present rank had not circumstances—the loss of all four of the brothers who had gone to Pimaninicuit, of Siherton by Avelyn’s hands, of Jojonah at Markwart’s hands, and the untimely deaths of several other older masters over the last couple of years—left them as the only candidates. Both had served as immaculates for more than thirty years, after all, with no prominent reasons to suggest any cause for elevation. At this time, St.-Mere-Abelle was not strong in high-ranking monks.

And at this time, Francis feared, that lack of leadership might prove devastating to the Church.

“Then you agree with the reports we have previously heard that Father Abbot Markwart’s fall, though tragic, was for the ultimate betterment of the Church?” asked Master Bou-raiy, a man in his mid-forties with short and neatly trimmed salt-and-pepper hair, a perfectly clean-shaven face, and a general appearance and demeanor of competence and sternness. What added to the latter attribute was the fact that the man’s left sleeve was tied off at the shoulder, for he had lost his arm in an accident working the stone-cutting. No one who knew Fio Bou-raiy would consider him crippled in any way, though.

“Father Abbot Markwart lost sight of much in his last days,” Francis replied. “He told me as much with his last breath.”

“And what of Francis, then?” Bou-raiy said, narrowing his eyes. “If Markwart strayed, then what of Francis, who followed him to Palmaris to do his every bidding?”

“Master Francis was—is but a young man,” Master Machuso put in. “You ask much of a young brother to refuse the commands of the Father Abbot.”

“Young, yet old enough to accept an appointment as master, as abbot, as bishop,” Bou-raiy was quick to reply.

Francis studied him carefully, recognizing that Bou-raiy hadn’t been pleased that Markwart had overlooked him when choosing Francis to serve as his second.

“And now we have an even younger man holding title as our principal in the important city of Palmaris,” scoffed Glendenhook.

“It was a difficult time,” Francis said quietly. “I followed my Father Abbot, and perhaps erred on more than one occasion.”

“As have we all,” Master Machuso replied.

“And I have since relinquished those titles Father Abbot Markwart bestowed upon me,” Francis stated.

“Except that of master,” Glendenhook interjected; and it seemed to Francis as if the young and fiery master was serving as Bou-raiy’s mouthpiece. With his barrel chest and curly blond hair and beard, and a snarling attitude, Glendenhook was an imposing sort.

“I would likely have been nominated for the position by this point in any case,” Francis calmly went on, “a position that I believe I have earned, with my work, including organizing the expedition to the Barbacan to learn the fate of the demon dactyl. I keep the title because it, unlike the position of bishop—which is no more, in any case—and that of abbot—of which there can only be one, in any case—does not preclude the appointment of others more deserving.”

“And yet, we now have a former heretic serving in your previous place at St. Precious,” Glendenhook remarked.

“A man falsely accused of heresy,” Francis replied, “a man who had the courage to refute Father Abbot Markwart when I, and others in this room, did not.” He noted that Machuso and the two older men were nodding their agreement; but Bou-raiy stiffened, and Glendenhook seemed as if he was about to spit. “I urge you to accept and offer your blessings to Abbot Braumin Herde, as have King Danube and Abbot Je’howith of St. Honce. And I urge you to accept with open hearts the nomination of Brother Viscenti to the position of master.”

“It seems a proper course,” Machuso remarked, looking to Bou-raiy.

“And if we do not so accept the nominations, of either man?” Master Bou-raiy asked.

“Then you risk dividing the Church, for many will stand beside them, and I will advise them to hold their posts.”

That bold statement raised a few eyebrows.

“This is not our domain, Master Bou-raiy,” Francis went on. “We here at St.-Mere-Abelle, in the absence of a father abbot, must allow the brothers of St. Precious to appoint whomever they believe acceptable, as long as it is within the guidelines of our Order, as it would seem for both Braumin Herde and Marlboro Viscenti. The brothers of St. Precious have chosen Braumin Herde; and thus he is empowered to nominate and elevate Brother Viscenti to the position of master. We could recall Viscenti to St.-Mere-Abelle, of course, since this was his appointed abbey, and then void the promotion, but to what end? We would only then be weakening an already difficult position in Palmaris, where King Danube has given Duke Targon Bree Kalas, no friend of the Church, the barony.”

Again there was a long period of silence, with even Glendenhook looking to Bou-raiy for guidance. The older man struck a pensive pose and stroked his hand over his hairless chin several times, staring at Francis, never blinking.

“What of the woman, Jilseponie?” Glendenhook asked, looking to both Francis and Bou-raiy. “Declared an outlaw and heretic.”

“More a candidate for mother abbess,” Francis remarked. The sudden, horrified expressions from all of the others, even his apparent allies, reminded him of the battle that nomination would have brought upon the Church!

“No outlaw,” he said. “It was Father Abbot Markwart himself who once so named her; and who bore her out to me, unconscious after their titanic struggle; and who admitted to me that she had been right all along. She is neither outlaw nor heretic, by the words of the very man who so branded her.”

“Perhaps further investigation—” Master Glendenhook started to say.

“No!” Francis roared at him, and again, he was greeted by stunned expressions. “No,” he said again, more calmly. “Jilseponie is a hero to the people of Palmaris, to all who live north of the city, and to many others, I would guess, who only heard of and did not witness her deeds. She is in the highest favor of King Danube, I assure you, and any action we take against her, even actions within our province such as excommunication, will only bring scorn upon our Church, and perhaps bring the armies of the King, as well.”

“Strong words, brother,” Bou-raiy remarked.

“You were not there, Master Bou-raiy,” Francis replied calmly. “If you had witnessed the events in Palmaris, you would think my words an understatement, I assure you.”

“What of her gemstones?” Bou-raiy asked. “The considerable cache stolen by Brother Avelyn? It is said that they were not found after the battle.”

Francis shrugged. “It is rumored that the stones were consumed in the fight against the Father Abbot.”

More than a few whispers began at that statement, mostly of doubt—and Francis had a hard time making the case here, since he, too, believed that the stones had been pilfered.

Bou-raiy settled back in his chair once more, and signaled to Glendenhook to be quiet just as the man was about to begin the argument anew.

“So be it,” Bou-raiy said at length. “Braumin Herde, through his courage and the simple good fortune of having his side prevail, has earned a post—one that we could not easily fill without weakening our own abbey even more. If he deems it necessary to promote Brother Viscenti, then let him have his way. I must admit my own relief in having both of them, and Brothers Castinagis and Dellman as well, out of St.-Mere-Abelle.”

“Hear, hear,” Master Glendenhook applauded.

Francis let the uncalled-for slight slip by, relieved that Bou-raiy would take that one insult as satisfying enough and let the promotions stand without argument.

“As for the woman Jilseponie,” Bou-raiy went on, “she can go in peace, and let the wisdom of the ages judge her actions, good or bad. We have not the time nor the resources to pursue the battles waged by Father Abbot Markwart. However,” he warned in the gravest of tones, “Jilseponie would be wise not to keep those stones, for whatever justification she might have found in holding them during the reign of Markwart is past now.”

Francis nodded, understanding the complications that would indeed arise if Jilseponie had the stones and began using them in the northland. Bou-raiy would never stand for it, though Francis wondered what, indeed, the man might do about it. Francis had seen the results of Jilseponie’s frightening march through Palmaris on her way to Markwart.

“We have more important issues to contend with, anyway,” Bou-raiy continued, leaning forward in his chair, a clear signal that he wanted to move the meeting his way. “There is the little matter of filling, and efficiently, the vacancy at the top of our Order. We have discussed this long before your arrival, of course, Master Francis, and already have planned to summon a College of Abbots in Calember, as you advised us today.

“Brothers,” he went on solemnly, pausing and looking at each of the other five in turn. “We must be united in this. It is no secret that Olin of Bondabruce will make a claim for father abbot. I have known Abbot Olin for many years and consider him a fine man, but his ties to Behren disturb me.”

“What of Master Bou-raiy?” Glendenhook immediately put in, and again Francis got the distinct impression that the man was speaking for Bou-raiy, as if the two had planned this little exchange.

“With all due respect,” Master Machuso put in calmly and, indeed, respectfully, “you are but five years in the title of master, Brother Bou-raiy. I would not oppose such a seemingly premature ascension to the highest position under other circumstances—”

“He is the finest master remaining within the Church!” Glendenhook snapped. Bou-raiy remained very calm and waved the man to silence, then motioned for Machuso to continue.

“Even if we were all to stand united behind you, you cannot expect to have any chance of winning the nomination against Abbot Olin,” Machuso explained. “And where, then, would that leave us? Abbot Olin would ascend to the position of father abbot, and he would not come to serve as such viewing any of us in a favorable light.”

Again Glendenhook started to respond, but Bou-raiy cut him short.

“True enough, good Master Machuso,” he said. “Who among us, then, do you advise? Yourself?”

Machuso narrowed his eyes a bit, Francis noted, for Bou-raiy’s tone, though his words were in agreement, was somewhat condescending. The gentle Machuso quickly let the insult pass, and then replied with a laugh.

“Then who?” Bou-raiy asked, holding his hand up. “Tell us, Master Francis, was this matter discussed among the brethren in Palmaris? With Abbot Je’howith? Yes, perhaps Je’howith will try for the position, but I warn you that any intentions you might be holding in that matter will not bring the Church together. Je’howith is far too—”

“Tied to King Danube, and to the troubled days of Father Abbot Markwart’s end, to be acceptable,” Francis interrupted. “But, yes, we did indeed discuss the matter at length, to find a candidate who would prove acceptable to all in the Church, one who would heal us and bring us back together, of one mind and one purpose.”

“And that choice?”

“Agronguerre of St. Belfour, it would seem,” Francis replied.

“An excellent man, of fine reputation,” Master Machuso said enthusiastically.

“Indeed,” Master Timminey agreed.

“Why do you say, ‘it would seem,’ brother?” Bou-raiy asked Francis.

“I do not know that Abbot Braumin Herde knows the man well enough to agree to the choice,” Francis admitted.

“And Abbot Je’howith?”

“It was Je’howith who suggested Abbot Agronguerre,” Francis explained.

Bou-raiy settled back in his chair, again in that pensive pose, again rubbing his hairless chin. Francis saw the disappointment, even anger, flash across his face—particularly in his gray eyes—more than once, but he was clearly a man in control of his emotions, and the dark cloud was but a temporary thing.

To the left of Bou-raiy, Glendenhook seemed even more agitated, rubbing his thumbs across his fingers, even chewing his lip. They had hoped that all the brothers of St.-Mere-Abelle, particularly all the masters, would rally behind Bou-raiy, but Machuso’s grounded response had thrown those hopes out in short order.

Francis looked back to Bou-raiy, could already see the man coming to terms with the developments. Likely, he was thinking that Abbot Agronguerre was an old man, probably with less than a decade of life left, compared to Olin, who was barely into his fifties and in fine health. Yes, Francis came to recognize, Bou-raiy was thinking that it might be wise to throw his weight behind Agronguerre, virtually assuring the man of election. He could then make himself indispensable to the new Father Abbot, working himself into the position of heir apparent.

Yes, Bou-raiy was going to agree with this, Francis realized, and the cause for Abbot Agronguerre was not hurt at all by the fact that Masters Bou-raiy and Olin had never been friendly.

“We will take the issue under advisement,” Bou-raiy decided, “with each of us, and the other masters of St.-Mere-Abelle, coming to his own decision on the matter.”

“Agronguerre of St. Belfour is a fine choice,” Machuso said, offering a wink to Francis.

“Indeed,” Master Timminey said again, with even more enthusiasm.

Francis glanced over at Baldmir to see if he might even get a third supporter, but the old master’s head was drooping, his rhythmic breathing showing that he was fast asleep.

“Now, to the last matter we must herein discuss,” Bou-raiy said, his voice growing grave and dark. “We suffer greatly at the loss of so many promising brothers.”

“As do I,” Francis replied.

“Yet you chose to pursue the goblin band and attack,” Bou-raiy maintained, “when you obviously could have avoided the conflict.”

“At the price of a village,” Francis reminded.

“You have explained as much,” Bou-raiy replied, holding his palm toward Francis, ending the debate. “This, too, we must take under advisement. We will appoint a brother inquisitor to study the matter.”

Francis nodded: this was not unexpected, and he was confident that he would be exonerated.

“Vespers will begin within the hour,” Bou-raiy said before Francis could continue with the only remaining part of his tale—that concerning the rosy plague. Baldmir stirred, and, as one, the gathered masters looked out the western window at the setting sun. “Let us go now and prepare.”

As soon as he finished the sentence, the other brothers, except for Francis and Bou-raiy, began sliding back their chairs, and that unquestioning obedience confirmed to Francis that Fio Bou-raiy had strengthened his position considerably at St.-Mere-Abelle in the days since Markwart’s departure for Palmaris.

Francis, too, then started to rise, but Bou-raiy subtly motioned to him to hold back. In a matter of moments, the two were alone.

“I have secured all of those brothers who returned with you,” Bou-raiy explained.

“Secured?”

“Separated them from their peers,” Bou-raiy explained, and Francis’ face grew tight. “That we might ensure their understanding of what they have seen.”

“Concerning the plague,” Francis reasoned.

“Concerning a sick woman and a scarred goblin,” Bou-raiy corrected.

“I am not unversed in matters of the rosy plague,” Francis curtly replied.

“Nor do I doubt your claims,” Bou-raiy was quick to respond. “But, dear brother, do you understand the implications of your discovery? Do you realize the problems, the panic, the ostracism, the stonings, perhaps, that such information could propagate if it became generally known throughout the land?”

“That is why I only quietly relayed my beliefs to Laird Dinnishire,” Francis replied.

“Yet you would have those fears spoken openly at St.-Mere-Abelle.”

“We are the chosen of God,” Francis reasoned, “the shepherds of the common folk, the protectors.…”

Bou-raiy snorted, shaking his head. “Protectors?” he echoed skeptically. “Protectors? There are no protectors against the rosy plague, Master Francis. Are we to protect the people by alarming them?”

“Warning them,” Francis corrected.

“To what end? That they might see death coming? That they might live in fear of their neighbors or of their own children?”

“We are to sit quietly, then, and take no action?” Francis asked.

“I do not doubt your observations, though I caution you that many other diseases resemble the rosy plague,” Bou-raiy explained. “And perhaps this is some other sickness, since the goblins apparently escaped the disease alive. Yes, we shall take precautions here at St.-Mere-Abelle, and perhaps we will send word to the other abbots that they, too, might open their gates only to a select few.”

Francis, full of frustration, rose quickly, his chair sliding out behind him. “What about them?” he demanded, swinging his arm wide, as if to encompass the whole world.

Bou-raiy, too, rose from his chair, slowly and deliberately, hand planted firmly on the table and leaning forward, so that even though he was nearly ten feet away from Francis, the younger man felt his presence. “We do not know that it was the rosy plague,” he said. “And if it is indeed, then we do not know how widespread it is, or will become. You are versed in the history of the plague, you say. Then you know that there have been instances when it has scoured the world and other times when it struck in select places, then disappeared of its own accord.”

“And how are we to know which this will be, if we lock ourselves inside our abbeys and open our gates only to a select few?”

“By the passage of months, of years,” Bou-raiy answered solemnly. “Knowledge is not power in this matter, my friend, for our knowledge of the spreading plague, if it comes to that, will give us no power to slow it or to stop it.”

“The plague can be slowed,” Francis argued. “If those who are diseased remain apart from others—”

“This is something the people know already,” Bou-raiy reminded him. “And, in truth, it is a matter more for the King’s soldiers than the brothers of St.-Mere-Abelle. You know the old song, I presume, rhyme and verse. You know what it says about the efficiency of gemstone magic against the rosy plague.”

Indeed, Master Francis Dellacourt knew the old words well, the old words of gloom and of complete disaster.


Help to one in twenty

Dying people plenty


Stupid priest

Ate the Beast



And now can’t help himself.




Praying people follow

Into graves so hollow


Take their gems

Away from them



And cover them with dirt!



“One in twenty,” Francis admitted, for in all those times past, the best efforts of those brothers strongest in the gemstone magic had produced healing in one in twenty of those afflicted whom they treated. And the number of brothers who were then themselves infected because of their healing attempts actually outweighed the number of those healed!

“So what are we to do?” Master Bou-raiy said, and for the first time since his return, Francis noted some true empathy in the man’s strong voice. “But you fear too much, I believe,” he went on, patting Francis’ shoulder. “You have been through such trials, brother, that I fear you are overwhelmed and in need of rest. Perhaps what you witnessed were signs of the plague, and perhaps not. And even if it is so, it may be no more than a minor outbreak, afflicting a village or two, and nothing more.”

“You did not see the faces of the dead woman’s children,” Francis remarked.

“Death is a common visitor to Honce-the-Bear,” Bou-raiy replied, “in one form or another. Perhaps it has been much too common a visitor these last years—certainly our own Order has buried far too many brothers.”

The way he finished that sentence reminded Francis none too gently that, because of Francis’ choice, they were about to bury seven more.

“We will wait, and we will watch, and we will hope for the best,” Bou-raiy went on. “Because that is all we can do, and because we have other pressing business, duties to the Order and to the people, that we can perform.”

“Behind closed gates,” Francis remarked with sarcasm.

“Yes,” Bou-raiy answered simply, and to Francis, that matter-of-fact, callous attitude hit hard right in the heart, a poignant echo of another prominent brother he had recently buried.


Chapter 14
 [image: ]

Trappings of Reputation

PONY RODE HER WONDERFUL GREYSTONE ALONG BESIDE THE WAGON, CHATTING with Belster as he rolled and bounced along. The back of the rig was full of supplies—food and drinks, some extra clothing, and the kegs and other implements they’d need to rebuild Belster’s tavern in Dundalis, which they had just agreed would be named Fellowship Way.

The pair were in a fine mood this sunny day, approaching Caer Tinella after a leisurely two-week journey from Palmaris, one marked by long visits with one grateful farming family after another or quiet nights beside a fire under the starry sky.

For Pony, the weight on her shoulders had lessened as soon as she had left the turmoil of Palmaris behind her. Now she didn’t have to worry about politics and secret alliances, didn’t have to consider the implications of her every move. Up here, she was not Jilseponie, hero of the demon war, slayer of evil Markwart. Up here, she was Pony, just Pony, the same little girl who had grown strong and happy in Dundalis with Elbryan before the coming of the goblins; the same warrior who had stood beside the ranger to protect the folk and the lands from the demon hordes.

Here, she was not moving her horse carefully through the throngs of people crowding the markets, but rather was riding him freely, feeling his muscles beneath her as he thundered along. Often, she would take him out across a field beside the road, for no better reason than to let him gallop, to feel the freedom and the wind. She had brought a saddle with her, but more often than not, she rode Greystone bareback.

She went off on yet another such jaunt, heading across a long, narrow field. She spotted a downed tree lying in a tangle of brush, its trunk suspended more than half a man’s height from the ground.

“Ho, what are ye thinking?” Belster called, seeing her smile spreading wide, even from twenty feet away.

Pony didn’t answer other than to urge Greystone into a canter and put him in line.

She heard Belster’s complaints that she was a “crazy child,” but they seemed to come from far away as the wind roared past her ears. And then she heard nothing as she took the horse in, so intense became her focus, picking her spot.

Up Greystone went, rounding his muscled neck and shoulders, and Pony rose to a half seat, her hands resting on his neck, her legs clamped tight about Greystone’s flanks, her body in perfect balance. As soon as they landed, she turned her horse back toward the road, where she spotted Belster, the portly innkeeper shaking his head and giving one great resigned sigh after another.

“Ye’re to get yerself killed, girl,” he said as she trotted past.

Pony just laughed and asked Greystone for a canter, aiming at the fallen tree again.

And then a third time and a fourth, while Belster simply kept the wagon rolling.

Pony caught up to him a few minutes later where the road wound around a small hillock.

“Caer Tinella,” the innkeeper announced, pointing north to where a feather of smoke drifted into the air.

Pony slowed Greystone to a walk, cooling him down. Soon after, she dismounted, tying Greystone to the back of the wagon and taking a seat beside Belster.

“Done yer fun, then?” the innkeeper asked.

“Just beginning,” Pony replied, “especially if my guess about that town is right.”

“Ah, the woman Kilronney,” Belster replied, referring to a dear friend of Pony’s, a soldier from the Palmaris garrison who had helped her when she had been separated from Elbryan.

Pony had seen the woman only once since the last battle. Imprisoned in Chasewind Manor, under the kinder hand of King Danube, Colleen Kilronney had been well on her way to recovering from the wounds she had received during her battles beside Pony. But still, when Pony had at last found her after the deaths of Elbryan and Markwart, Colleen was scarred, physically and within her heart. She had resigned her position with the Palmaris garrison, despite a plea from her cousin Shamus—another friend of Pony’s—and from Duke Kalas himself.

In that brief meeting, all that Pony had gleaned from Colleen was that she was tired and heading north to Caer Tinella.

It didn’t take Pony and Belster long to find Colleen; the first villagers they encountered directed them to a small cottage on the northeastern side of town. Pony left Belster behind, riding Greystone quickly to the place, then jumping down and running to the door.

Her eagerness and excitement diminished considerably when Colleen Kilronney answered, for she seemed now a mere shell of her former self. Once she had been square-shouldered and strong, but now her shoulders sagged. Once her eyes had flashed with eagerness for battle, but now they seemed almost glazed. Even Colleen’s red hair seemed duller, as if the whole woman had faded.

Pony held her hand out, and Colleen, a wide smile growing on her face, reached for it, with her left hand, holding her right arm noticeably tight to her side.

“What have you done?” Pony asked, hugging her friend, but taking care not to pain her obviously injured right arm.

“Bad place for catching a sword,” Colleen replied, still managing to smile. She led Pony into her modest cottage, offering her a seat at a small round table, then sitting beside her friend. “Ye’re looking well,” she said. “Are ye gettin’ past the pain?”

Pony sighed. “Will I ever?” she asked. Colleen put a hand on Pony’s shoulder—again, her left hand—and rubbed her.

“Let me see that wound,” Pony said, reaching into her pouch and bringing forth the soul stone.

“Oh, but they’re lettin’ ye keep one now?” Colleen asked. “Or did ye just take the thing?”

Pony helped her to slip her tunic off, and she winced in sympathetic pain when she saw Colleen’s wound, scabbed now but a vicious slash across the top of her biceps.

“Two weeks old,” Colleen explained. “Thought I was to lose the arm.”

Pony put a finger over the woman’s lips, then dropped her hand down onto the cut, rubbing the tender flesh. At the same time, she peered into the soul stone, deeper and deeper into the swirling gray of the hematite, letting herself fall into its magic. She made a connection to Colleen’s wound, sent her consciousness into the woman’s torn muscles.

And then Pony took the injury back to herself, absorbed it with her being. She felt a moment of excruciating pain, but held to her purpose, enveloping, absorbing the wound, and then using her own strength and the soul stone to heal the tears and make the scars into healthy flesh once more.

Then Pony withdrew her spirit, but not before lingering a bit to try to get a sense of the woman’s general health. She wasn’t thrilled with what she sensed there, for it seemed to her as if Colleen’s physical being was somehow depleted, worn out.

A moment later, Pony opened her eyes to see Colleen already flexing her arm, working it in small circles, apparently without pain.

“I was thinkin’ o’ comin’ to ye for just that medicine,” the woman remarked, flashing her smile, “but I expected that ye’d be too busy for helpin’ the likes o’ meself.”

“Never that!” Pony assured her. She wrapped the woman in a hug again, and this time, Colleen returned it with both arms.

“You have not been feeling well,” Pony remarked when they sat back again.

“I took more of a beatin’ than I knew,” Colleen confirmed. “I’m just needin’ the rest, is all.”

“And the new wound?” Pony asked. “It does not seem that you are finding much rest.”

“A bigmouthed son of a drunken powrie,” Colleen replied, “a man named Seano Bellick. Used to be with the Palmaris garrison, same as meself, and we never did like each other much. He’s living in Caer Tinella now, and nothing but trouble, I tell ye. We had a bit of a disagreement in Callicky’s pub.”

“A bit of a disagreement?” Pony echoed. “He nearly cut your arm off!”

“Got me good,” Colleen admitted.

“Where can I find him?” Pony asked.

“Just provin’ himself the better,” Colleen said, waving the notion away. “And so he was, but if I’d’a catched him in me better days—”

“It will heal,” Pony promised.

“Mendin’ already, and hardly hurtin’ since ye went at it with yer gemstone,” Colleen agreed. “Might that ye should wait a bit in town, so that ye can put Seano’s heart back in his chest after I’m done cuttin’ it out.”

They had a good laugh, but for Pony, it was bittersweet. The Colleen she had first met in Dundalis would indeed have paid back Seano Bellick—or any man for that matter—but Pony recognized that Colleen would not prove to be much of a match for any seasoned warrior now. That notion stung Pony, for Colleen had taken that initial, and lingering, beating during their flight from Palmaris, from Markwart and De’Unnero, only for the sake of Pony.

“Will ye be stayin’ long?” Colleen asked. “Or are ye runnin’ right out for Dundalis?”

“I wish you would join me.”

“I’ve got me own home here,” Colleen said with a shake of her head. “We been through this before. Ye got yer own place and I’ve got mine. Oh, I’ll come and see ye, don’t ye doubt—might even set me sights on Dundalis for a home. But not now.”

Pony didn’t press the point. “I’ll need an introduction to the mayor, or whoever it is that leads Caer Tinella.”

“That’d be Janine o’ the Lake,” Colleen replied, “a fine woman. But what’re ye thinkin’ to do that ye’re needin’ to bother her?”

Belster O’Comely poked his head in the door then, and gave a great shout at the sight of Colleen, then stalked across the room and gave her a hug. “So did ye convince her to go north with us?” he asked Pony.

“I already told her that I’d not be runnin’ across the wilds with a drunk like Belster O’Comely beside me,” Colleen replied, and both she and Belster laughed heartily.

Their comfort and familiarity gave Pony pause. Colleen and Belster didn’t know each other all that well, yet they seemed to be chatting like old friends. Might there be some real feelings there, buried beneath a jovial façade?

“But ye will come up and see us?” Belster asked.

“By the pigs, I will!” Colleen replied.

“Good enough then,” said Belster. “I’ll put a bottle o’ me best boggle aside for that fine day.”

“Go get it now, and we’ll make this one a fine day,” Colleen suggested, but before Belster could reply, he found Pony shaking her head.

“I need to speak with Janine,” she said.

“So ye said, but ye didn’t tell me why.”

“We will set up a healing tent,” Pony explained, “to tend to all those in need.”

“For whatever ails them?” Colleen asked skeptically. “Boils and corns, a cut here and a sore belly there?”

Pony nodded, and Colleen’s expression was one of incredulity.

“Them monks’re allowing it?” she asked.

“The monks have no power to stop it,” Pony said.

Within the hour, Belster and Pony had set up a tent in the small square at the center of Caer Tinella, and word had been sent out through the town and to the neighboring town of Landsdown. Folk came filtering in, slowly at first, only those who already knew Pony and her exploits. But as it became recognized that she was performing miraculous healing, the line at the tent grew and grew.

So many folk of the two towns came—mostly with minor injuries or ailments, but one with a serious tear near the knee and another quite sick from eating rotten food—that Pony agreed to spend the night at Colleen’s and continue the healing for a second day.

Pony and Belster caused quite a stir in the region and caught the attention of all, including a trio of rough-looking fellows, former soldiers, and another, quieter watcher, unseen among the boughs.

That quiet watcher paid heed to the other three and heard much of their suspicious remarks, particularly when one said, “She should be south, far south of Palmaris, where they’re finding the rosy plague.”

Late the second afternoon, Pony and Belster loaded up their wagon and set out again for the north. The weather was clear and warm, the breeze gentle; the pair took an easy pace, enjoying the sights and smells of the summertime forest. And indeed, it seemed obvious to Belster that his companion was in a much better mood now than when they had set out from Palmaris.

“Findin’ a bit o’ heart, are ye?” he asked her as the late-afternoon shadows stretched across the path before them.

Pony glanced over at him, not really understanding.

“With the gemstones, I mean,” Belster explained. “Ye did yer work with more of a smile than I seen on ye for months, girl.”

Pony shrugged, admitting nothing to Belster. To herself, though, she did consider the innkeeper’s words, and carefully. She felt good about the work she had been doing since leaving Palmaris, felt as if she was making a bit of difference in the world—though not on the scale that Brother Braumin or King Danube had envisioned. Not changing the world itself, for that, she had come to believe, was beyond anyone’s control. But what she was doing now was changing a little corner of the world, the lives of a few, and with beneficial results. So yes, Pony’s mood had lightened considerably.

They declined the offer of some farmers to sleep in their barn as twilight descended, and instead went a bit farther down the road, out of sight of any houses. When Pony spotted a small clearing beside the trail, she pulled the wagon up for the night and untied the horses, setting them out to graze, while Belster prepared a fine meal from the food the grateful people of Caer Tinella had given them.

Soon the pair were relaxing and eating, staring up at the stars and listening to the night songs of the forest.

“This was our time,” Pony remarked, drawing Belster’s attention from the last tidbits of stew. “Nightbird’s time,” Pony explained. “We would sit for hours, watching the sunset and the last glows of daylight, watching the stars growing brighter and more numerous.”

“It’ll get easier,” Belster promised.

Pony looked up at the stars and blinked back her tears. She could only hope so.

She fell asleep soon after, but as on every night since Elbryan’s fall, she had a fitful, not restful, sleep. When she opened her eyes to find that it was still dark, she was neither surprised nor alarmed. She lay there for a moment, wondering what, if anything, had awakened her.

Greystone nickered—not a quiet, restful sound but one with a slight element of alarm.

Pony lifted herself up on her elbows and glanced over at the tethered horses. To the untrained eye, everything would have seemed fine, but Pony’s warrior instincts told her that something was amiss. Perhaps it was the way Greystone now stood, muscles tensed as if preparing to bolt at the slightest provocation. Or maybe it was the nighttime sounds, or lack thereof, about her, the forest creatures watchful.

Pony stood up quietly, staying low in a crouch and strapping her sword, Defender, to her waist. She reached for her soul stone, thinking to fly out to scout the area, but before she could even begin, she noted a movement down the road a bit, a humanoid shape, a large man perhaps, moving deliberately toward their camp.

Many possibilities crossed Pony’s mind; many things screamed out at her to keep her on her guard. Why was anyone out at this late hour? And why would anyone be alone on the road north of Caer Tinella at any time of day? Or was this man alone? Greystone was behind Pony, at a good distance, while the approaching man was in front of her; and yet the horse had apparently sensed his presence.

She kept all those disturbing thoughts in proper perspective, buried them beneath the confidence of years of battle experience, and she slowly rolled onto her side, not wanting to present a clear target to any archers who might be nearby. She tucked one leg under her so that she could get up in a hurry, and put her hand on her sword hilt.

The form came closer, walking with a determined stride and swinging something—a battle-ax, perhaps—in one hand.

“That will be close enough, sir,” Pony said suddenly, and the man jerked to an abrupt halt.

A long moment of silence passed, and then the large man laughed and brought his arms about, slamming his weapon against the flat of a metal shield.

“What?” Belster groaned, rolling.

“Stay down,” Pony instructed him. She rose up to a crouch, inching toward the man and glancing all about, expecting that he had allies nearby.

“Are you the friend of the fool Kilronney?” the man bellowed, that alone giving Pony a good idea of who this might be.

“And if I am?” Pony replied, as she neatly kicked at one of the smoldering branches on the fire. She slipped low and grabbed it up, giving a shake so that the breeze brought a flare of life to it. By the time she had taken two steps, the end of the branch was aflame, giving her a better view of the man—and him, and any allies he might have, a fine view of her.

He didn’t seem very old—mid-thirties perhaps—but his curly hair was more silver than its previous blond, as was his full beard. He wore a sleeveless jerkin, showing hardened, muscled, hairy arms, with leather bracers about his wrists. Even more notable to Pony, the man’s shield was battered and torn, and his axe head was notched from previous encounters.

“Seano Bellick,” she remarked casually, moving closer to the man and tossing the burning branch to the ground at her side—anything to make it more difficult for any hidden associates the man might have to get a clear shot at her.

The big man laughed.

“Who’s here?” Belster called from behind.

“Stay back, near the wagon,” Pony instructed sharply.

“Ah, you got nothing to fear from me,” Seano Bellick said. “I come to talk, not to fight, and I fight fair.”

Pony’s expression clearly revealed her serious doubts about that. There was very little this man could say to calm her, she realized, for he had injured her dear friend, and Pony almost hoped he would wade in and take a swing with that cumbersome axe of his.

“Talk then,” she said grimly.

Seano Bellick gave a great belly laugh. “A spirited one, eh?” he said.

“You could have spoken to me in the town,” Pony retorted. “My whereabouts were no secret.”

Bellick shrugged. “Well, I found you now.”

Pony didn’t blink, didn’t return her hand to Defender’s hilt, confident that she could draw and thrust before the man could take a step.

“You got quite the reputation about here,” Seano said. “Fighting goblins and powries and even giants, so it’s said about Pony.”

“Jilseponie,” the woman corrected, and Seano bowed.

“So it’s said about Jilseponie,” he remarked. “And now you come into town and fix the torn fingernails and the blisters and the bad-food stomach. Making a name for yourself.”

Pony wanted to argue that if he really thought she had done, and was doing, all that in the hopes of making a name for herself, that he was sorely mistaken; but she quickly came to the conclusion that this thug wasn’t worth the time to explain—and wouldn’t begin to understand her, anyway.

Seano nodded his head. It was quite clear to Pony where this was going, though she had no intention of making it easier for the man by instigating any action.

“I doubt not that the reputation is well earned, Po—Jilseponie,” Seano said. “And that makes it all the sweeter for me. Take out that fancy sword of yours and show me what you been showing goblins.”

“Walk away,” Pony replied. “I’ve got nothing for you, Seano Bellick. Not half the reputation you seem to think you can earn this night and not enough wealth to make a fight worth your time or effort. Put up your ugly axe and walk away, south to Caer Tinella or into the deep forest where a bear can take you, if that is your pleasure.”

“Nothing I want?” Seano echoed skeptically. “Why, taking you down’d make the name of Seano Bellick feared from Palmaris to Caer Tinella, would make Duke Kalas know what a fool was Bildeborough for cutting me out before he got killed.”

The words hardly surprised Pony.

“Nothing I want?” Seano said again, even more incredulously. “Why, you got a magic gemstone, girlie. A prize most appreciated by all of them about, now that you’ve shown what it can do.”

“And know that you have no power with it,” Pony remarked.

“But others will be wanting it,” Seano snapped back, his agitation obviously increasing. “And others’d pay for it with good gold. And, besides, if I got your stone, then others’ll know I took it from you, that you didn’t give it to me agreeably.

“So give it over and save me the trouble, and yourself the pain, of me taking it from you,” he finished, flashing a nearly toothless, ugly grin.

Pony paused for a long moment, sizing the fellow up. Still she kept Defender in its sheath. “I expect that my reputation is not nearly as impressive as you make it sound,” she answered slowly and very calmly, “at least, not to you.”

“I’ve a bit of a reputation of my own,” the big man replied.

“One I know well,” Pony answered. She took a deep, steadying breath, clearing out her anger and replacing it with simple pragmatism and generosity. “Seano Bellick,” she said, again in calm and perfectly controlled tones, “while I’d dearly love to pay you back for the pain you have caused to my friend—”

“Another tough girlie,” he interjected snidely.

Pony winced, thinking that Colleen, if she had been in top fighting form, would have had little trouble with this braggart. “I choose to fight not at all with humans,” she went on. “The world is full of enough enemies without us making war on each other. So, with that in mind, I offer you now, indeed I beg you, to put up your axe and walk off.”

“Give me the gemstone and away I go,” Seano said.

Pony slowly shook her head. “Do not do this.”

“Are ye all right, girl?” Belster called. Pony couldn’t afford even the slightest bit of her attention for the innkeeper, and so she ignored the remark, her focus squarely on Seano.

“Take out your sword,” the big man said.

“Walk away.”

“Last warning.”

“Walk away.”

Predictably, Seano Bellick roared and leaped at Pony, and her sword snapped out in the blink of Seano’s eye, stabbing ahead, forcing the man to rise to his tiptoes, suck in his gut, and skid to an abrupt halt. To his credit, Seano improvised well, slashing his axe to hold Pony back, then advancing as he came across with a wicked backhand slash, and then a third straight-across slash, to hold Pony at bay while he regained his balance and took a defensive posture.

A sudden thought came to Pony to go for her soul stone, to fall into its depths and invade this thug’s mind, overpowering his will and forcing him to run off. “No,” she answered that pacific notion as Seano roared and came on again, feigning a downward chop, then falling back slightly, then stutter-stepping suddenly ahead, launching a wicked slash that missed the backing Pony. “No,” Pony said again, more determinedly, coming to the realization that she didn’t want to chase him off, that she wanted to pay him back for his treatment of Colleen, and even more than that, that she wanted to use this deserving target to unleash all of her months of pent-up frustrations.

“No, don’t you run off, Seano Bellick,” she whispered. The big man eyed her skeptically and attacked again—missing again as the nimble woman skittered back, one, two, three steps, always in perfect balance.

Seano paused and stared at her, and Pony understood, for the man had never seen anyone moving in battle quite the way she did. This was bi’nelle dasada; and in it, the only movement in the retreat was in the legs, while the torso remained balanced and on center. Elbryan had often referred to this forward-and-back skittering as spiderlike, an appropriate description to Pony’s thinking.

“You’re a quick one,” Seano bellowed, “but one blow of my axe will split you in two!”

Pony didn’t bother to respond, didn’t even blink. Seano howled all the louder and banged his axe head against his metal shield. Even as that clang sounded, the big man exploded into a charge, holding his shield up.

Pony’s responding thrust slipped her sword tip around to the inside of the shield, but it seemed to Seano that he had gained an advantage. On he came, shoving his shield forward to put Defender out of the way, then swiping his axe across viciously.

Pony ducked it, then ducked the ensuing backhand. By the time Seano came with the third vicious slash, she had slipped out to the side, out of his reach.

Now she suddenly had the advantage, and she stabbed ahead with Defender, forcing Seano to alter the angle of his next backhand to fend off the rushing blade. He did this beautifully—even Pony nodded her appreciation for the cunning parry—though he nearly lost his awkward weapon in the process. Then he rolled his shield arm forward, putting the defensive barrier between himself and Pony once more.

She hit that shield with three sharp raps, Defender’s fine silverel blade creasing it twice and cutting a small line in the metal on the third slash.

Seano flashed his toothless smile, but there was a wince there, Pony recognized, for the battering had likely stung his shield arm.

“You should have one of these,” the man taunted, lifting his shield.

Pony hit the metal again, hard, and then jumped back as Seano’s heavy axe swiped harmlessly across.

“Just slows you down,” she replied confidently. To illustrate her point, she launched her first real attack, sliding forward with three quick steps and coming in with a hard thrust that got inside the blocking shield. She had him beaten with the move, but couldn’t go too deep with the cut, for Seano’s axe was quickly swinging her way again. Pony did manage to stick the man in the belly, enough to draw blood through the newest hole in his ragged tunic.

“I’ll make you pay for that!” he promised, and he came on in a rage.

Pony kept back from the first swing and backhand, ducked the second as she slipped in past his hip, reversing her grip and scoring another minor hit. She rushed by, then dropped to roll ahead of the next backhanded axe swing.

She came up in time to pick off Seano’s next cut with a neatly angled diagonal parry, so that his axe slid out and down.

And then she had him, or would have, had not a noise to the side and Belster’s cry distracted her. She told herself repeatedly that she shouldn’t be surprised to see that Seano had brought a couple of friends—both holding bows.

“You are the better fighter,” Seano admitted, “for what good that’ll do you.”

“Did you not claim that you fight fair?” Pony protested.

“And so I did,” said Seano. “But now I’m not fighting. No, girlie, now I’m thieving, so just be handing over that gemstone, and me and me friends will be on our merry way.”

Pony eyed him and made no movement to retrieve the gemstone or to put up her sword.

“My archer friend can get your companion where he’s sitting,” Seano remarked.

“Belster,” Pony called.

“I see them,” the innkeeper replied. “A pair with bows.”

“Are you clear to their aim?”

“Got a wagon right beside me,” Belster explained.

Seano gave a chuckle. “Are you to make it more difficult, then?” he asked. “More’s the pity. To think that my friend will have to take you down.”

Pony reached into her pouch and pulled forth the hematite, and Seano put a greedy hand out for it.

She didn’t immediately turn it over, but stood there, staring at the gemstone, sending her thoughts into it, accepting its magic and blending that energy with her own.

And then she came out of her body, with enough magical strength to focus her thoughts into something tangible, to project an image of herself, elongated, twisted, and demonic. That horrifying image appeared before the two archers, issuing a hellish shriek, the specter’s mouth opening wide.

The two archers fell back, crying out, and tripped over their own feet trying to run back into the forest.

“What?” she heard Seano Bellick cry, and she rushed back into her body, coming on guard immediately, and not a moment too soon; for the big man, apparently sensing some kind of betrayal, leaped forward, his mighty axe leading, a straightforward, downward chop aimed for Pony’s forehead.

Purely on instinct, and faster than Seano could have believed possible, the woman’s warrior reflexes took over. She lunged suddenly, her sword tip meeting the descent of the axe, chipping into the wooden handle just below the head, before Seano could gain any momentum.

In the same fluid movement, Pony disengaged, retracting her blade but an inch, then slipping it under Seano’s axe and rotating her arm across and down, taking Seano’s weapon along for the ride.

The man should have let go, surrendering the weapon, but he hadn’t even really registered the parry yet, let alone the counter, and soon his arm had rotated in and down.

Pony slipped her blade free and brought Defender up over the axe handle and quickly across. And then she fell back, sputtering, as blood splashed across her face.

It had all happened in the blink of an eye, and Seano Bellick’s weapon—and the hand still holding it—fell to the ground.

The big man howled, throwing his shield aside and falling to his knees, clutching his wrist, trying to stop the spurting blood.

After the instant of shock, Pony knew that she could not pay him any heed. She turned and started to sprint toward the spot where the archers had been, but she hadn’t gone two strides before the pair reappeared, bows drawn and ready.

Pony slowed, staring hard at the men, noting the trembling of their fingers, studying every aspect of them, body and weapon, in an attempt to find a way. She didn’t think it likely that either would hit her, so unnerved they seemed, and yet …

“Are you still intent on this fight?” she asked sternly, walking slowly but deliberately toward the pair. She was balancing here, measuring a guess against practicality. One line of reasoning told her to stay back, that the darkness and the distance would make their shots all the more difficult. A second line of thought told Pony to intimidate these already unnerved men to the maximum, make them see their doom, shake them so badly that they could hardly loose an arrow, let alone hit anything.

Then she caught a glimmer from their metal arrowheads.

“Ye give us the stone and we’re on our way,” the smaller of the pair demanded, his cap, a triangular huntsman’s affair, pulled low, accentuating his dark eyes. He was the more dangerous of the two, Pony noted, the steadiest of hand and, likely, the better shot.

“I will give you nothing,” Pony replied, “but will take from you more than your hands, I promise!” She ended with a hiss and a flourish with her arms, and the larger man cried out and ran away, but the smaller growled and let fly his arrow.

As soon as he did, the man screeched and grabbed at his face, a great convulsion racking his frame. And then he dropped to the ground.

Pony didn’t see it, focusing instead on the arrow’s flight, aimed straight for her heart and too fast for her possibly to deflect. She did instinctively bring her sword across, and with hardly a conscious effort, sent her fears into Defender, a sword so named because of the line of small magnetites, lodestones, set into its guard.

In response those magnetites sent forth their waves of attracting energies, grabbing at the metal arrowhead, altering its course enough so that the guard intercepted it and held the missile fast.

Stunned, Pony looked down at the sword, at the arrow held there, the arrow that, she knew, would have skewered her.

Then she looked back to the archer, lying very still. Had his own friend shot him? “Belster?” she called.

“Are ye all right, girl?” he asked from over by the wagon. Pony knew then that he had played no part in this. Confused, Pony went to the archer, lying facedown, and she grew even more perplexed, for the man showed no wound on his back.

Crouching beside him, her eyes scanning the forest for signs of trouble, her ears trying to tune away from Seano Bellick’s continuing wails, the woman rolled the archer over.

He was dead, still clutching his face, his hand over his left eye. Pony pulled that hand away and found her answer in the form of a tiny arrow shaft, protruding from the torn socket.

“Juraviel?” the woman whispered hopefully, turning, her eyes going up to the boughs.


Chapter 15
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Across the Gulf

IT WAS A LUMP OF ROCK IN THE MIDDLE OF NOWHERE, BOUND ON ONE SIDE BY THE Gulf of Corona and on the other by the ferocious and cold water of the great Mirianic Ocean. A hundred people called this island, Dancard, home, mostly soldiers serving the Coastpoint Guards at Pireth Dancard, the twin-towered fortress rising above the surf.

They were hardy folk here, making their living harvesting the great strands of kelp and fishing. They suffered storms and giant sharks, and had repelled a sizable powrie attack in the demon war. But even when they talked of that heroic battle, the folk of Dancard did so with a stoic attitude, without excitement. Hardy and dour, pragmatic and accepting their lot in life, the folk of Dancard—soldier and civilian alike—depended upon themselves and each other, and were not very trusting of visitors. But neither were they hostile, and they had taken in the Saudi Jacintha for repairs and had helped resupply the ship, though Captain Al’u’met had not even asked for that much.

Brother Dellman was glad to be leaving, though, as the ship glided out of the one harbor along the island’s treacherous coast. The Saudi Jacintha had been out of Palmaris for more than a month, and had expected to be in Pireth Vanguard by this time, but bad luck and some broken rigging had forced the ship to limp into an unplanned stop in Dancard.

“A stern group of men and women,” remarked Captain Al’u’met, a tall and straight man with the dark skin and woolly hair indicative of his Behrenese heritage. Al’u’met was indeed a rarity in Honce-the-Bear, particularly this far north. While there was a sizeable Behrenese quarter in the dock area of Palmaris, few of the dark-skinned southerners were ever able to find any employment beyond simple manual work, if they were fortunate enough to find any work at all; and no Behrenese, outside the region near Entel, the very southernmost city of Honce-the-Bear, had risen anywhere near as high a level as captain of a sailing ship. There was nothing typical about Al’u’met. He was Abellican, not a follower of the yatols of his homeland, and was among the most impressive men Brother Holan Dellman had ever met, a man who commanded respect upon mere sight.

“They have to be to survive, I suppose,” Brother Dellman replied.

“Good folk,” Al’u’met added with a nod, then he turned from the taffrail and headed forward, the young monk right behind.

“How long before we see land?” Dellman asked.

“You can see it right now if you look behind us,” Al’u’met said with a chuckle, but the humor was lost on poor Dellman and on several of the other crewmen who had heard the remark, for they were all weary of staring out at an empty ocean. Captain Al’u’met cleared his throat and explained, “Two weeks if the wind stays steady, but once land is in sight, we’ll not have far left to run, for our course is straight to Pireth Vanguard now.”

Brother Dellman leaned on the rail and stared ahead. “So be it,” he said, reminding himself silently of the solemn duty Abbot Braumin had put upon him. He would be the abbot’s principal adviser this fall, when the votes would be cast for the new father abbot. He was to take a measure of Abbot Agronguerre, and his judgment upon the man alone could well determine the course of the Abellican Church.

With that in mind, Brother Holan Dellman offered no complaints—to Al’u’met or to anyone else.

And so it went, day after day, until, just under a week later, the crewman in the crow’s nest called out, “A sail! Due north.”

Brother Dellman looked up from his deck cleaning. He saw Al’u’met stride by, heading for the prow, and so he followed in the dark man’s wake.

“The same one?” he asked, for the Saudi Jacintha had been trailing a ship for a couple of days before she put into Pireth Dancard. It had been barely a speck on the horizon at first, though the swift Saudi Jacintha had closed the distance considerably, enough for the lookout to get a decent view of the small vessel, an older ship with a single mast and a bank of oars. As the Saudi Jacintha had neared, those oars had set to work, keeping their distance.

“Not many sail this part of the gulf,” Al’u’met answered, “at this season or any other.” He looked up at the crow’s nest. “What do you make of it?” he called.

“Single square sail,” the crewman answered.

“Same as before?”

“Under no flag that I can see,” the man confirmed.

Al’u’met looked at Dellman. “I suspect it is the same ship,” he said. “Though why an old square-rigged reme would be out so far from the coast, I cannot begin to guess.”

Dellman looked up at the Saudi Jacintha’s sails, full of wind, and figured they’d have their answers soon enough.

“Yach, a chaser!” came the cry from the lookout on that square-masted reme.

Dalump Keedump kicked a bucket across the deck and stormed to the taffrail, cursing at every step.

“Yer friend Duke Kalas,” another powrie, Dokie Ruggs, grumbled, storming to the rail beside the powrie leader. “Set us out ’ere to die, ’e did!”

“We’re not knowin’ that!” the powrie leader screamed. “Could be a trader or one bringin’ supplies to that castle we passed, and now, mighten be goin’ to another up north.”

“Yach, but ye’re hopin’, and not believin’ yer own words,” Dokie Ruggs answered, and several others nearby nodded in agreement. “It be Kalas, I say. Sent us out here in this leaky tub and sent that one out behind to put us to the bottom, ’e did!”

“She was flyin’ a flag o’ Palmaris,” another remarked.

“Half the stinkin’ boats o’ the human lands fly the flag o’ Palmaris,” Dalump argued.

“It be Kalas,” insisted Dokie. “She’d o’ had us afore, if she hadn’t blown her rigging, and now she’ll catch us for sure. And us without a way to even fight back!”

Dalump Keedump leaned heavily on the rail to consider his options—and those seemed very few to the powrie leader at that time. He wasn’t certain that Dokie Ruggs and the others had it right, for he trusted Duke Kalas, somewhat. He and his fellows had performed well for the man, and with their help, Kalas had secured his position in Palmaris. But there was simply no reason for Kalas to have gone to the trouble of giving Dalump and his fellows a ship, then chasing them all the way across the Gulf of Corona to sink them. Kalas could have let them all die in the dungeons of Chasewind Manor, without anyone knowing about it.

No, Dalump Keedump wasn’t convinced that his frightened kindred were right, but still, whatever this ship might be, it represented danger. What might she do, even if she was just a trader, if she found a barely seaworthy old bucket like this one thick with powries? And powries unable to defend themselves! Every human sailor had reason to hate powries.

Dalump looked over his shoulder at the empty water before his creaking old ship, then looked back to the southern horizon, though the sail of the pursuing ship wasn’t visible from the deck yet. The powrie leader knew that he’d have to send his fellows to the oars again, and soon, bending their backs to compensate for the meager power the little square sail was providing.

That notion gave Dalump some hope, though, for none in all the world could row as strong and as long as a powrie, and he had a crew whose lives depended upon it.

The Saudi Jacintha closed very slowly over the next few days, close enough to see that the other boat’s oars were hard at work. On the morning of the fifth day, the lookout informed Al’u’met that the reme had turned more to the east, and the captain, curious as to why this boat was so intent on staying ahead of his ship, which flew no war flags, ordered his crew to follow. Soon after, the square-masted reme turned back to the north.

“They are trying to avoid us, obviously,” Al’u’met informed Brother Dellman.

“And to no harm,” the monk replied, trying to stay focused on his critical mission here, though he, too, was more than a little curious about the strange reme.

Al’u’met considered the man’s reply for a few moments, then nodded. “If she turns again, we’ll not pursue,” he said, “though I am not fond of allowing such a ship to sail the gulf without some explanation.”

“My dear Captain Al’u’met, you are not in service to Duke Bretherford,” Dellman said lightly, referring to the King’s man who commanded the Honce-the-Bear naval forces.

“But I am in service to all other traders who sail the region,” Al’u’met replied, “as are they to me and my crew. It is a brotherhood out here, my friend, one that we all need to survive against the unspeakable power of the Mirianic. But my debt to you and your brethren is no less—well do I remember the services your allies performed for my people on the docks of Palmaris, when all the rest of the world seemed against us. I will deliver you, as promised, and as soon as I may. Perhaps I will find our reme friend on my return from Vanguard.”

Brother Dellman bowed and went back to his voluntary duties on deck. Every so often, he glanced northward, shielding his eyes from the glare off the water, and once or twice he thought he saw the distant sail.

They lost sight of the ship the next morning, when a thick fog came up. The wind was light, and it took the fog a long time to dissipate. When at last it was clear again, the reme, as much oar-powered as wind-driven, had moved out of sight.

Captain Al’u’met, Brother Dellman, and all the rest of the crew tried to put it out of mind, as well.

And so the days slipped past, and the wind came up strong again, and sure enough, the square sail appeared at the edge of the horizon once more.

But the weather was worsening, and they found that night full of rain and the next morning full of fog yet again, and when it at last cleared, the next evening after that, the captain and crew were greeted not by a distant sail, but by a distant light, high above the water.

“Pireth Vanguard,” Al’u’met informed Dellman and all the others.

The next morning, the Saudi Jacintha floated beside the long wharf of the northernmost Honce-the-Bear fortress.

Another ship put in that morning as well, but into a sheltered bay some five miles north. The powries had pushed the old reme to her limits, and now she was badly in need of some repairs to oars and to mainmast. The bedraggled powries, rowing hard for a week and a half, needed the respite, as well, and more important, to Dalump Keedump’s thinking, needed some real weapons, something they could throw from a distance at the pursuing ship or any others they might find on the open Mirianic. Also, the Weathered Isles, the powries’ home and goal, were a long way away, and a few supplies would surely raise the morale of Dalump’s overworked and underfed crew.

Perhaps that pursuing ship would discover them here and come in for the kill. Dalump and his tough powries didn’t fear humans, not even the Allheart knights, and while they had no heart for fighting them out on the open water—not in this rickety and defenseless ship, at least—they’d be more than happy to do battle on land.

But for that, too, they’d need weapons, something Duke Kalas had flatly refused to provide—not even a spear for sticking fish. So now half the weary crew went to work with renewed vigor, cutting branches and fashioning crude bows and spears and clubs, while others worked to ready the ship, and still others went out to scout the region.

Dalump didn’t say it, but he and all the others were also hoping their scouts might happen upon a cluster of houses, scantily guarded, where the crew might find some fun at the expense of a few wretched humans.

The docks were quiet that morning; with the inclement weather and a few days of fine catches before it, the Vanguard fishing fleet had not ventured out in force.

The Saudi Jacintha had been guided in by a pair of soldiers, wearing the red uniforms of the famed Coastpoint Guards. The two started somewhat, seeing a Behrenese man piloting the craft, but their trepidation was tempered a bit when they noted an Abellican monk standing beside the captain, chatting easily.

As soon as the Saudi Jacintha was secured to the wharf and its gangplank lowered, the captain and Brother Dellman made ready to disembark. “Permission to go ashore?” Al’u’met asked.

“Granted, for yerself and the brother,” one of the soldiers answered. “Warder Presso will want to speak with ye before giving a general invitation.”

“Fair enough,” said Al’u’met, and he and Dellman moved off the ship and followed the pair up a long stairway carved out of the stone cliff, into Pireth Vanguard and to the office of Warder Constantine Presso.

“Al’u’met,” the warder said as soon as the pair entered. He rose and came around his desk, obviously familiar with the Behrenese captain. “How long has it been, my old friend?”

“Back in the days when you served at Pireth Tulme,” Al’u’met replied, “long before the war.”

They shook hands warmly, and Al’u’met introduced his old friend to Brother Dellman.

“I have brought him for a meeting with Abbot Agronguerre,” Al’u’met explained. “Many tidings from the south, some wondrous, some painful.”

“We have heard rumors, but nothing substantial,” Presso replied. “Know that, at last, and through the tireless work of our Prince Midalis, the goblin scum have been cleansed from our land.”

Al’u’met nodded. “We will tell our tale in full to Abbot Agronguerre,” he said. “I believe that Warder Presso would also be welcomed at that meeting, if he was so inclined.” He looked to Brother Dellman as he spoke, deferring to the man but making it quite clear that he trusted Presso implicitly.

“If he is a friend of Al’u’met, then welcome he is,” the monk said with a respectful bow.

“To St. Belfour, then,” Warder Presso said, and he led the way out of the office, giving orders to his men to make Al’u’met’s crew most welcome, and to get a detail inspecting the ship.

The trio rode comfortably in the warder’s carriage through the woodlands to the small clearing and the stone structure of St. Belfour. Abbot Agronguerre was quite busy this day, but he and Brother Haney made time for them.

“The College of Abbots will convene in Calember,” Brother Dellman explained as soon as the formal introductions were ended. “We will take you there in the Saudi Jacintha, if you please.”

“Three months?” Agronguerre asked, looking mostly to Al’u’met. “That is a long time in a fine season for a trader to be tied up, is it not?”

“I am indebted to your—to my—Church, Abbot Agronguerre,” Al’u’met explained, “and mostly to those who bade me to bring Brother Dellman here and to deliver both of you to St.-Mere-Abelle. It is a service I, and my crew, willingly offer.”

“Most generous,” said Abbot Agronguerre. “But perhaps the second part will prove unnecessary. If I am to go to the College, as surely I am, then I will need transport back soon after, and better if it is a Vanguard ship, that it can dock the winter through at Pireth Vanguard.”

Al’u’met looked to Dellman, but the young brother wasn’t prepared to answer that logic at that time.

“We will discuss it at length,” Al’u’met said, “but no need for haste. Let us tell you of the events in Palmaris and in the southern part of the kingdom, momentous events indeed.”

“Father Abbot Markwart is dead,” Agronguerre remarked, “so said one trader who came through. Killed by a man named Nightbird and the woman Pony.”

“Jilseponie,” Brother Dellman corrected. “Elbryan Wyndon, known as Nightbird, and his wife, Jilseponie, who is often called Pony.”

“And they are outlaws?” asked the abbot.

“Nightbird was killed in the battle,” Dellman explained. “And far from an outlaw, Jilseponie is now hailed as the hero of the kingdom.”

Abbot Agronguerre wore a perplexed expression indeed!

Brother Dellman took a deep breath, collecting his thoughts. He had to go back to the beginning, he realized, to bring this man through the last tumultuous year in the southern reaches of Honce-the-Bear, and the western stretch, all the way through the Timberlands and up to the Barbacan and the miracle at Mount Aida.

The three Vanguardsmen listened intently, leaning forward so far in their seats that they seemed as if they would topple onto the floor. Brother Haney repeatedly brought his right hand up before his face, making the gesture of the blessing of the evergreen, particularly when Dellman told of the events at Mount Aida, at Avelyn’s grave, when the blessed arm of the martyred brother shot forth waves of energy to utterly destroy the horde of goblins that had trapped Dellman and his companions on that forlorn plateau.

And Agronguerre, too, made the sign of the evergreen when Brother Dellman told of the final battle at Chasewind Manor, of the fall of Markwart—from grace and from life.

When he ended, the three Vanguardsmen sat there silently for a long, long time. Brother Haney looked to his abbot repeatedly, deferring to Agronguerre’s wisdom before he voiced his own thoughts.

“Where is this woman Jilseponie now?” the abbot asked.

“She went home—to the Timberlands and a town called Dundalis,” Al’u’met explained. “There lies her husband.”

“An impressive woman,” Agronguerre remarked.

“You cannot begin to understand the depth of her heroism,” Al’u’met was pleased to reply. “In the time of Bishop De’Unnero and the last days of Father Abbot Markwart, my people were being persecuted brutally in Palmaris, and Jilseponie stood strong beside us, risking all for folk she did not even know. There is a goodness there, and a strength.”

“None is stronger in the use of the sacred gemstones,” Brother Dellman remarked, and both Agronguerre and Haney gasped and made the evergreen sign.

“Both the Church and King Danube himself recognized it within her,” Al’u’met went on. “She was offered both the barony of Palmaris and a high position within your Church, as abbess of St. Precious, or even …” He paused and looked to Dellman.

“There was talk of nominating her as mother abbess of the Abellican Church,” Dellman admitted. “Proposed by Master Francis Dellacourt—”

“Markwart’s lackey,” Agronguerre interrupted. “Well I know Brother Francis from the last College of Abbots. I found him most disagreeable, to be honest.”

“Master Francis has seen the error of his ways,” Brother Dellman assured him. “He saw it on the face of his dying Father Abbot, and heard it in the last words, of repentance, that Markwart spoke to him.”

“It has been an interesting year,” Abbot Agronguerre said with a profound sigh.

“I should like to meet this Jilseponie,” Warder Presso remarked.

“She once served in your Coastpoint Guard,” Brother Dellman told him, and the Warder nodded appreciatively. “Indeed, she was at Pireth Tulme when the powries invaded, perhaps the only survivor of that massacre.”

That widened Presso’s eyes, and he stared hard at Dellman. “Describe her,” he demanded.

“Beauty incarnate,” Al’u’met said with a chuckle.

Dellman was more specific, holding up his hand to indicate that Pony was about five foot five. “Her eyes are blue and her hair golden,” he said.

“It could not be,” Warder Presso remarked.

“You know her?” Al’u’met asked him.

“There was a woman at Pireth Tulme who went by the name of Jill,” Presso explained. “She had been indentured into the King’s army—something about a failed marriage with a nobleman—and had worked her way into the Coastpoint Guard. But that was years ago.”

“A failed marriage to Connor Bildeborough, nephew of Baron Bildeborough of Palmaris,” Brother Dellman explained, smiling, for he knew that they were indeed speaking of the same remarkable woman. “A marriage that could only fail, since Jilseponie’s heart was ever for Elbryan.”

“Amazing,” Warder Presso breathed.

“You do know her, then,” said Agronguerre.

Presso nodded. “And even then, she was impressive, good Abbot. A woman of high moral character and strength of heart and of arm.”

“That would be her,” said a smiling Al’u’met.

“We can decide on your passage at a later date,” Brother Dellman said to Abbot Agronguerre. “In the meantime, I have been instructed to spend the summer in Vanguard, and truly, I do wish to see this wondrous land.”

“And you are most welcome, Brother Dellman,” said the congenial Agronguerre. “There is much room here at St. Belfour, and with so many brothers off in the north with Prince Midalis, an extra set of hands would greatly help.”

“And Captain Al’u’met and his crew will stay with me at Pireth Vanguard,” said Warder Presso. “I, too, find myself shorthanded, with many soldiers on the road with my Prince.”

“And when do you expect their return?” Al’u’met asked.

“We have heard rumors that it will be soon,” Presso replied. “They ventured to southern Alpinador with the barbarian leader Bruinhelde and the ranger Andacanavar, repaying the northmen for their aid in our struggles.”

“An alliance with Alpinador?” Captain Al’u’met asked skeptically.

Warder Presso shrugged. “That is a story for another day, I suspect,” he answered when there came a soft knock on Abbot Agronguerre’s door.

“Vespers,” the abbot explained, rising. “Perhaps you would lead us in our prayers this evening, Brother Dellman.”

Dellman rose from his chair and bowed respectfully. He stared at Agronguerre, continuing to take the measure of the man. If first impressions meant anything at all, though, Dellman suspected that he would indeed be recommending that Braumin Herde and the others nominate this man for the position of father abbot.


Chapter 16
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Too Much Akin

“ONE RETURNING BROTHER AFTER ANOTHER,” MASTER BOU-RAIY SAID WITH OBVIOUS sarcasm as Marcalo De’Unnero walked into his office in St.-Mere-Abelle. “First Brother—oh, do pardon me, it is Master Francis now—comes in unexpectedly, and now our pleasure is doubled.”

De’Unnero wore a smirk as he studied the man. Bou-raiy had never been a friend of his, had resented him; for, though younger, De’Unnero had been in greater favor of Father Abbot Markwart, and, through deed after deed, had elevated himself above Bou-raiy. Their rivalry had been evident to De’Unnero soon after the powrie fleet had come to St.-Mere-Abelle. De’Unnero had distinguished himself in that fight, while Bou-raiy had spent the bulk of it at the western wall, waiting for a ground invasion that had never come.

De’Unnero wasn’t surprised to find that Bou-raiy had used the power vacuum at St.-Mere-Abelle to further his own cause; who else was there, after all, to take up the lead at the great abbey? So now Bou-raiy, a man long buried under Markwart’s disdain, had stepped forward, with that lackey Glendenhook at his heels.

“Two masters—former bishops, former abbots, both—returned to bolster St.-Mere-Abelle in this time of trial,” De’Unnero said.

“Bolster?” Bou-raiy echoed skeptically, and he gave a sarcastic laugh. De’Unnero pictured how wide that smile might stretch if he drove his palm through Bou-raiy’s front teeth. “Bolster? Master De’Unnero, have you not listened to the whispers that hound your every step? Have you not heard the snickers?”

“I followed Father Abbot Markwart.”

“Who is discredited,” Bou-raiy reminded him. “Both you and Francis found your zenith under Markwart’s rule, that is true. But now he is gone, and will soon enough be forgotten.” He paused and shook his head. “Offer me not that scowl, Marcalo De’Unnero. There was once a day when you outranked me here at St.-Mere-Abelle, but only because of Father Abbot Markwart. You will find few allies among the remaining masters, I assure you, even with Master Francis, if what I have heard about his admission of error is true. No, you have returned to find a new Church in the place of the old—the old that so welcomed a man of your … talents.”

“I’ll not defend my actions, nor recount my deeds, for the likes of Fio Bou-raiy,” De’Unnero retorted.

“Deeds inflated in your recounting, no doubt.”

That statement stopped De’Unnero cold, and he stared hard at the man, felt the primal urges of the tiger welling inside him. How he wanted to give in to that darker side, to become the great cat and leap across the desk, tearing this wretch apart! How he wanted to taste Fio Bou-raiy’s blood!

The volatile master fought hard to keep his breathing steady, to restrain those brutal urges. What would be left for him if he gave in to them now? He would have to flee St.-Mere-Abelle and his cherished Order for all time, would have to run and exist on the borderlands of civilization, as he had done over the last months. No, he didn’t want that again, not at all, and so he fought with all his willpower, closing off his mind to Bou-raiy’s continuing stream of sarcastic comments. The man was a gnat, De’Unnero reminded himself constantly, an insignificant pest feeling the seeds of power for the first time in his miserable life.

“You are nearly ten years my junior,” Bou-raiy was saying. “Ten years! A full decade, I have studied the ancient texts and the ways of man and God longer than you. So know your place now, and know that your place is beneath me.”

“And how many years more than Master Bou-raiy have Masters Timminey and Baldmir so studied the ways of man and God?” De’Unnero asked with sincere calm, for he was back in control again, suppressing the predator urge. “By your own logic, you place yourself below them, and below Machuso and several others as well, and, yet, it is Bou-raiy, and none of the others, who now sits in the office of the Father Abbot.”

Bou-raiy leaned back in his chair, his smile widening on his strong-featured face. “We both understand the difference between men like Machuso and Baldmir and men like us,” he said. “Some were born to lead, and others to serve. Some were born for greatness, and others … well, you understand my meaning.”

“Your arrogance, you mean,” De’Unnero replied. “You separate brothers along whatever lines suit your needs. You claim ascendance above me because of experience, yet rebuff the notion in those who would so claim ascendance over you.”

“They would not even want the responsibility of the position,” Bou-raiy replied, coming forward suddenly, and again, De’Unnero had to hold fast against his surprise and the sudden killer urge it produced.

“And do you intend to have your stooge, Glendenhook, nominate you for father abbot formally at the College of Abbots?” De’Unnero asked bluntly. “They will destroy you if you so try, you know—Braumin Herde and Francis, and the newest master, Viscenti,” he said with a derisive chortle. “Je’howith and Olin, and Olin’s lackey, Abbess Delenia. They will all stand against you.” He paused for dramatic effect, though he realized there would be little surprise in his proclamation. “As will I.”

Bou-raiy sat back in his chair again, obviously deep in thought for a long, long while. De’Unnero thought he understood where the man’s line of reasoning might be leading, and his suspicions were confirmed when Bou-raiy announced, rather abruptly, “They will back Abbot Agronguerre of St. Belfour, as will I.”

Yes, it made perfect sense to De’Unnero. Bou-raiy knew that he’d never defeat Agronguerre, and so he would throw all his influence behind the gentle Vanguardsman, the old Vanguardsman, in the hopes that Agronguerre would do for him what Markwart had done for De’Unnero and Francis. The difference, though, was that Bou-raiy was much older than either Francis or De’Unnero had been when Markwart had taken them firmly under his black wing. Thus, when old Agronguerre died—likely within a few years—Bou-raiy would be right there, the heir apparent, and with all the experience and credentials to step in virtually uncontested.

“Abbot Agronguerre is a kind man of generous nature,” Bou-raiy said unconvincingly, for though the words were accurate, De’Unnero understood that those qualities of which Bou-raiy now spoke so highly were not admirable in his eyes. “Perhaps our Church is in need of exactly that at this troubled time: a man of years and wisdom to come into St.-Mere-Abelle and begin the healing.”

Marcalo De’Unnero knew this game, and knew it well. He almost admired Master Bou-raiy’s patience and foresight, and would have said as much to him—except that he hated Bou-raiy.

De’Unnero went about his business acclimating himself to the daily workings of St.-Mere-Abelle. Bou-raiy didn’t oppose him at all, to his initial surprise, and even allowed him to step back in as the master in charge of training the younger brothers in the arts martial.

“Your left arm!” De’Unnero cried at a second-year brother, Tellarese, at training one damp morning. The master stormed up to him and grabbed his left arm forcefully, yanking it up into the proper blocking position. “How do you propose to deflect my punch if your arm hovers about your chest?”

As he finished, the obviously weak man’s arm slipped down again, and De’Unnero wasted not a second in a snapped jab over that forearm and into Tellarese’s face, knocking the man to the ground.

With a frustrated growl, the master turned about and stalked away. “Idiot!” he muttered, and he motioned for another of his students, a first-year brother who showed some promise, to go against Tellarese.

The two squared off and exchanged a couple of halfhearted punches, more to measure each other than to attempt any real offense, while the other ten brothers at the training exercise tightened their circle around the combatants, keeping them close together.

When Tellarese’s arm came down yet again and the first-year brother scored a slight slap across his face, De’Unnero stormed back in and tossed the first-year brother aside, taking his place.

“I th-thought to counter,” Tellarese stuttered.

“You offered him the punch in the hope that you might then find an opening in his defenses?”

“Yes.”

De’Unnero snorted incredulously. “You would trade your opponent a clear shot at your face? For what? What better counter might you find than that?”

“I only thought—”

“You did not think!” the frustrated De’Unnero yelled. Once, he had been the Bishop of Palmaris, a great man with a great responsibility, one that he had performed to perfection. Had Markwart defeated Elbryan and Jilseponie on that fateful day in Chasewind Manor, then he, De’Unnero, would have been in line to become the next father abbot. Once, he had hunted Nightbird, the famed ranger, perhaps the greatest warrior in all the world. He had faced off against the man squarely and fairly, and, to his thinking, had bested him.

Once, he had known all of that glory, and now, now he was teaching idiots who would never, ever, be able to defend themselves against an ugly little goblin, let alone a real opponent.

All that frustration rolled out of Marcalo De’Unnero as he slapped Tellarese across the face with his right hand, and then, when the man put his hand up to block that hand, De’Unnero hit him harder across the face with the left, an obvious and easy response.

And when pitiful Tellarese, always a step behind, brought his other arm up to block, dropping his first guard, De’Unnero slapped him hard again with his right hand.

“If I had a dagger, would you let me stick it deep into your belly in the hope that you would then find an opening to slap me?” De’Unnero asked, and he hit Tellarese again, and then again, and when the man finally put both his hands up to protect his head, De’Unnero punched him in the belly. When his hands came instinctively down as he doubled up a bit, De’Unnero slapped him once and again across the face.

He heard the other students groaning and gasping in sympathy for poor Tellarese, but that support for the weakling only spurred the angry De’Unnero on even more. His blows came harder, and more rapidly, and then, suddenly, he stopped.

It took Tellarese a long time to even peek out from behind his raised arms, and then, slowly, slowly, he uncoiled.

“I did not understand,” he said quietly.

“And do you now?” De’Unnero asked him, and his voice seemed to the others to carry a strange, almost feral quality.

“I do.”

“Then defend!” he said, leaping into a fighting stance.

Tellarese’s arms came up into proper position, and De’Unnero rolled his shoulder, several times, feigning punch after punch.

To his surprise, Tellarese launched a punch of his own, a left jab, that somehow got through and clipped De’Unnero’s face. The younger brothers encircling the pair, though they tried to hold it back, gave the beginnings of a cheer.

De’Unnero’s arm came forward with blinding speed, swiping hard across Tellarese’s face, and—to Tellarese’s horror, to the horror of those looking on, to the horror of De’Unnero himself—leaving four distinct gashes across the young brother’s face.

De’Unnero immediately dropped his arm to his side, letting his voluminous sleeve fall back over his feline limb. How had that happened? How, when, had he lost control?

And over this!

“There are times when you allow a strike to gain a strike,” he growled at the stumbling, dazed Tellarese, spinning to take in the whole group. “When I know that my strike will be decisive, I might allow a minor hit,” he improvised; for in truth, Tellarese’s lucky punch had surprised De’Unnero almost as much as learning that his arm had transformed into a tiger’s paw. “But beware! When you employ such a strategy, there is no room for error. You must be certain of your opponent’s weakness and of your own ability to deliver the final blow. Your lesson is ended this day. Perform the course of obstacles a dozen times, each of you, then run the length of the abbey wall three times. Then retire and consider this lesson!”

He started away, wanting nothing more than to crawl into his room and hide for the remainder of the day, but he stopped, seeing the expressions of stunned horror on the faces of the other students. He turned back to see Tellarese down on one knee, holding his face, but hardly stemming the dripping blood flow.

“You two,” De’Unnero said to the two nearest brothers. “See to his wounds or take him to Master Machuso, if necessary. And when he is bandaged, the three of you complete the lesson.”

And with that, Marcalo De’Unnero went back to his small room, closed the door tightly, and wondered, wondered, how this thing had happened. So distressed was he that he missed the vespers.

“Allies?” De’Unnero asked Master Francis doubtfully later that evening, when Francis arrived uninvited at his door.

“We once served the same Father Abbot,” was all that Francis would admit.

“The man who fell,” De’Unnero replied. “And now are we to fall with him? Or are we to stand together, my friend, Master Francis?” His tone showed his words to be obviously a jest. “You and me against all the rest of the Church?”

“You make light of this, which tells me clearly that you underestimate the danger to us, and to any others who stood with Markwart,” Francis replied coldly. “The Church has changed, Master De’Unnero, has shifted away from Markwart and his heavy-handed tactics. I suspect that Marcalo De’Unnero, whose primary fame stems from his ability to train brothers in the arts martial, will either change his mannerisms or find his role greatly diminished in the new Abellican Church.”

“Would you have me suckle at Fio Bou-raiy’s teat?” De’Unnero snapped back.

“Master Bou-raiy will not lead the Church,” Francis answered. “But do not underestimate his influence within St.-Mere-Abelle. When I returned from Palmaris, I, too, was surprised by how deeply he had entrenched himself. To go looking for a fight with the man is not wise.”

“Why did you come to me?” De’Unnero demanded. “When has Francis called De’Unnero a friend?” It was true enough; even in the days of Markwart, Francis and De’Unnero had not been close, not at all. If anything, they’d been rivals, vying for whatever positions came open as Markwart ran roughshod through the Church hierarchy.

“I came here only to advise,” Francis replied calmly. “Whether you take that advice or not is within your province. This is not Markwart’s Church any longer. I expect that Braumin Herde and the other followers of Avelyn and Jojonah will have their day now.”

De’Unnero snorted at the absurdity.

“Even Father Abbot Markwart admitted his failure concerning Avelyn Desbris,” Francis explained.

“His failure in not bringing the man, and the man’s followers, to swifter and more severe justice,” De’Unnero interjected.

“His failure in admitting the truth,” Francis went on determinedly. “The tale that is widely accepted by the people of Honce-the-Bear is that Avelyn—with help from Jilseponie and Elbryan; the centaur, Bradwarden; and the Touel’alfar—destroyed the demon dactyl.”

“And how has this tale been proven?” De’Unnero asked. “By the words of outlaws?”

“Outlaws no longer,” Francis reminded. “And the story is confirmed by the presence of Avelyn’s mummified arm, protruding from the rock at blasted Mount Aida. You have, perhaps, heard of the miracle at Aida?”

“The silly tale of goblins reduced to mere skeletons when they tried to approach those huddled at the all-powerful hand?”

Now it was Francis’ turn to chortle. “Not so silly when spoken by an abbot who witnessed the event,” he said; for, indeed, Abbot Braumin had been among those saved by the miracle at Aida.

“This is foolishness and nothing more,” De’Unnero said with a sigh, “mere fantasy, put forth to further the ambitions of eager young men.”

“Whatever you may think of it, whatever I may think of it, the people of the kingdom, and many of those within the Church, have decided in Braumin Herde’s favor,” Francis remarked.

“And how does Master Francis view the exploits of Avelyn Desbris, and Master Jojonah after him?” De’Unnero asked, a sly edge creeping into his voice. “And how does Master Francis view the supposed miracle at Aida?”

“Your test of me is irrelevant and foolish,” Francis answered.

“Yet I would know the answer,” De’Unnero was quick to reply.

“I have heard two sides of the story of Avelyn Desbris, and there is some truth in both versions, I would guess,” Francis said noncommittally. “As for Master Jojonah, I do not agree that he deserved his fate.”

“You did not speak in his favor,” De’Unnero remarked.

“I was only an immaculate brother then,” Francis reminded, “with no voice in the College of Abbots. But you are right in your accusation nonetheless, and my silence is something I will have to live with for the rest of my years.”

“Have you, too, lost the belly for the fight?” De’Unnero asked.

Francis didn’t justify that nonsense with an answer.

“And what of the miracle, then,” De’Unnero pressed. “Does Francis believe that the ghost of Avelyn returned to slay goblins?”

“Your sarcastic tone reveals that you have not been to Aida,” Francis answered. “I have. I have seen the grave, the mummified arm, and I have felt …” He paused and closed his eyes.

“What, Master Francis?” De’Unnero pressed, his words sounding more like a sneer than a question. “What did you feel at Mount Aida? The presence of angels? God himself come down to bless you as you groveled before a fallen heretic?”

“I went there with complete skepticism,” Francis shot back. “I went there hoping to find Avelyn Desbris alive, that I could drag him back to Father Abbot Markwart heavily chained! But I cannot deny that there was an aura about that grave site, a sense of peace and calm.”

De’Unnero waved his hand dismissively. “Next you will be nominating Brother Avelyn for sainthood,” he scoffed.

“Abbot Braumin will beat me to that, I would guess,” Francis said in all seriousness. De’Unnero nearly spat with disgust.

“Oh, wondrous time!” the fierce monk said with absolute sarcasm. “To live in the age of miracles! What joy I have found!”

Francis paused for a long time, staring at the man, nodding. “I came to you simply to explain what I have observed,” he said at length, “to warn you that the Church as you knew it no longer exists. To bid you to temper your fires, for in this Church such actions as your wounding Brother Tellarese will not be looked upon with favor. This is not Markwart’s time, nor are kingdom and Church under siege by the minions of the demon dactyl. Take heed, or do not. I felt obligated, for all that we went through side by side, to tell you these things, at least, but I’ll take no responsibility for your decisions.”

De’Unnero was about to dismiss him, but Francis didn’t wait, just turned and stormed away.

Despite De’Unnero’s flippant attitude, the words of Master Francis resonated deeply within the troubled man. He could scoff and spit and respond with sarcasm, but the simple truth of Francis’ observations cut deeply.

He went to bed with those thoughts in mind and found little sleep—and certainly nothing restful—for his tossing and turning was filled with dreams of his slashing his way through lines of praying brothers with his tiger’s paws. Terrible dreams, with the blood of young brothers splattering him, covering him, while he yelled at them, telling them that they were wrong, that they were weak, and that their weakness would be the end of the Abellican Church. And when they wouldn’t listen, when they turned away from his ranting to continue their idiotic prayers, De’Unnero slashed them and tore them and felt their hot blood all over his neck and face.

He awakened, covered in sweat, and on the floor, wrapped in his bedsheets, long before the dawn. Immediately he looked at his hands—and nearly fainted with relief to find that they were still hands and not feline paws. Then, his relief lasting only a split second, De’Unnero started patting himself and rubbing his neck and face, feeling for blood.

“Just a dream,” he told himself, for he felt only sweat. He climbed back into his bed and started straightening the blankets, but before he had settled down, he realized that he would find no further sleep this night.

He went to the abbey’s east wall instead, overlooking All Saints Bay, and there watched the sunrise, the slanting rays turning the dark Mirianic waters a shimmering red.

He had thought that he was coming home when he had left Palmaris and the fools at St. Precious, but now he understood the painful truth. He hadn’t changed—at least, he didn’t believe that he had—but St.-Mere-Abelle surely had. This was not his home any longer, he knew, and he wasn’t even certain if this was truly still his Church or his Order. Marcalo De’Unnero had not been overly fond of Father Abbot Markwart. Certainly he hadn’t been the man’s willing lackey, as had Francis. No, he had argued with Markwart at many turns, and had followed his own course on occasion, to the frustration of the tyrannic Father Abbot. But at least with Markwart, the Church had known stability and a direct code of conduct. In his last days, Markwart had brought purpose to the Church, had aspired to bring the Abellican Order to new and greater heights of power—thus the appointment of a bishop in Palmaris, a move to take power for the Church from the King unknown in Honce-the-Bear in several centuries. Thus Markwart’s decree that only members of the Church could possess the sacred gemstones.

Yes, for all the differences he might have had with Father Abbot Markwart, De’Unnero agreed in principle with the man’s policies. But what might he, and his Church, find now with Markwart gone, with no clear-cut and powerful leader to take his place? Even worse, how strong would the idiot Braumin Herde and his followers become, using the image of Jojonah burning at the stake to bolster their position among the more softhearted brothers, and proclaiming a “miracle” at Mount Aida?

De’Unnero didn’t like the prospects, and honestly, given his inability to deal with Master Bou-raiy, didn’t see any way in which he could turn the tide.

He leaned on the wall, staring at the sparkling red waters of All Saints Bay, and wondered how far his beloved Church would fall.

The approach of footsteps some time later brought him from his contemplations, and he turned, and sighed, to see Francis and Bou-raiy marching his way.

“Brother Tellarese will be some time in healing,” Bou-raiy announced.

“It was but a minor wound,” De’Unnero replied, turning away from him.

“Or would have been, had it not been inflicted by cat’s claws,” said Bou-raiy. “It is full of pus and required Machuso to work on the man with a soul stone for half the night.”

“That is why we have soul stones,” De’Unnero dryly answered, never taking his gaze from the bay. To his surprise, Bou-raiy came up right beside him, leaning on the wall.

“We have heard rumors of trouble in the south,” he said, his voice grim; but still De’Unnero did not look his way. “Rumors of the rosy plague.”

Even the reference to that most dreaded disease didn’t stir De’Unnero. “Someone cries plague every few years,” he replied.

“I have seen signs of it,” Francis interjected.

“Signs that you compare with pictures in an old book?” came De’Unnero’s sarcastic response.

“The other masters and I have decided that we must send someone to investigate these claims,” Bou-raiy explained.

Now De’Unnero did look at the man, his eyes narrow and threatening. “All the other masters?” he asked. “Where, then, was I?”

“We could not find you this morning,” Bou-raiy answered, not backing away from that threatening glare.

De’Unnero turned it upon Francis. “Leave us,” he instructed.

Francis made no move to go.

“Pray, leave us, Brother Francis,” De’Unnero more politely requested, and Francis gave one concerned look to Bou-raiy, then walked off a bit.

“And you have decided that I should be the one to go and investigate,” De’Unnero said quietly.

“Perhaps it would be better if you were to leave the abbey for a while, yes,” Bou-raiy answered.

“I am not bound by your edicts,” said De’Unnero, standing straight and, though he was not a tall man, thoroughly imposing.

“It is a request backed by every master at St.-Mere-Abelle.”

“Francis?” De’Unnero asked, loudly enough so that the man could hear.

“Yes,” Bou-raiy answered.

That brought a chuckle from De’Unnero. He couldn’t believe how quickly Bou-raiy had acted, seizing upon the injury of Brother Tellarese to turn against him. He should have seen it coming, he realized. His climb to power had left many sour faces in its wake.

“I can get the immaculate brothers also to agree with the request,” Bou-raiy said.

“Now I am to take my orders from immaculate brothers?” De’Unnero was quick to answer. “Or from troublesome and jealous masters who fear, perhaps, that I will shake their comfortable world?”

Bou-raiy looked at him curiously.

“Yes, Master Fio Bou-raiy has carved out a comfortable niche for himself in the absence of Markwart and others,” De’Unnero went on. “Master Fio Bou-raiy fears that I will come in and upset his coveted position.”

“We have already had this argument,” Bou-raiy said dryly, obviously seeing where this was heading.

“And we will have it again, and many times, I suspect,” said De’Unnero. “But not now. I was just thinking that perhaps it would be better if I left St.-Mere-Abelle for a while, and if the masters wish that course to be to the south, then so be it.”

“A wise decision.”

“But I will be back for the College of Abbots, of course, a loud voice indeed,” De’Unnero promised. Then more quietly, so that Francis could not hear, he added, “And I will watch the course of the nominating carefully, I assure you, and if Agronguerre of Belfour is to win, then I will back him as vehemently as Bou-raiy, and I will become indispensable to the man, as I was to Father Abbot Markwart.”

“Abbot Agronguerre is no warrior,” Bou-raiy remarked.

“Every father abbot is a warrior,” De’Unnero corrected, “or will be, as soon as he learns of the undercurrents among those he should most be able to trust. Oh, he will be glad of my assistance, do not doubt, and he is not a young man.”

“Do you really believe that you could ever win the favor of enough in our Order to win a nomination as father abbot?” Bou-raiy said incredulously.

“I believe that I could prevent Bou-raiy from achieving the position,” De’Unnero stated bluntly, and to his delight, his adversary’s lips grew very thin.

“A fight for another day,” De’Unnero went on. He looked past Bou-raiy, drawing Francis’ attention. “You have an itinerary planned for me, no doubt?” he asked.

“Presently,” a startled Francis answered.

“Soon,” said De’Unnero. “I wish to be out of here before midday.”

And he walked away, considering again this Church he had returned to find, this hollow shell, in his estimation, of what Markwart might have achieved. Yes, he would willingly go to the south, but not on any search for the plague. He would go to St. Gwendolyn, perhaps, or all the way to Entel, if time allowed, and seek out allies among the more forceful brethren of the southern abbeys. How would Abbot Olin react upon hearing that the ascension of Agronguerre to father abbot was all but assured?

Olin and De’Unnero got on well together, and he knew that Olin would not likely be pleased with the events occurring in the Church, as the man had been glad that Jojonah was put to the stake. And he knew from the previous College of Abbots that Olin—and Abbess Delenia, as well—were no friends to Bou-raiy.

Yes, De’Unnero mused, on the road he could stir up some trouble; and in his estimation, any chaos he might bring to this present incarnation of the Church—this pitiful Order that tried to find a hero in Avelyn Desbris, a heretic and murderer, and in Jojonah, who had admitted treason against St.-Mere-Abelle—could only facilitate positive changes.

Marcalo De’Unnero had been a political animal for most of his adult life, and he understood the implications of his path. And he knew, if Bou-raiy and Francis and the others did not, that Braumin Herde and his ill-advised friends could well split the Abellican Church apart. De’Unnero would wage that battle earnestly and eagerly, and if he had to burn St.-Mere-Abelle itself down to the ground, then he would do so in the confidence that he would rise atop the ashes.

He made one stop before receiving his itinerary from Francis, a visit to one of the lower libraries, where he slipped one of the few copies of a very special ocean chart into the folds of his robes.

His steps out of St.-Mere-Abelle were even more eager than the hopeful ones that had led him back to the place a few days before.

From the wall of St.-Mere-Abelle, Master Bou-raiy watched the man go. His own thoughts concerning the Church that morning were not so different from those of this man he considered an enemy. Logically, it seemed to Bou-raiy as if the appointment of Agronguerre—an event that seemed more and more likely to him—should signal the beginning of the healing process. Agronguerre was known for just the kind of gentleness and compassion that would be needed within the wounded Church; and Bou-raiy’s remark to the surprised De’Unnero that the ascension of Agronguerre might be exactly what the Church needed at this time was not made in jest, nor for any subtle political reasons.

It seemed obvious and logical, and Bou-raiy was certain that enough abbots and masters would see it that way to elect the man easily.

But when he looked deeper than the seemingly obvious logic, Fio Bou-raiy couldn’t help thinking that this great living body that was the Abellican Church was now like some giant crouching predator, motionless in the brush, hushed and ready to spring.

And again—his thoughts ironically along the same lines as those of his avowed enemy De’Unnero—Fio Bou-raiy wasn’t sure at all that he wanted to head off that predator’s spring.


Chapter 17
 [image: ]

Pilfering Old Friends

“AARRGH! PUT IT BACK! PUT IT BACK!” SEANO BELLICK ROARED. HE FELL TO HIS knees, grabbing at his bloody stump, his hand lying a few feet away, still clutching the handle of his axe.

Pony walked right by him, paying him no heed. “Belli’mar Juraviel?” she called. “Are you about? Or another of the Touel’alfar, then? To be sure, I know that arrow!”

“What’re ye talkin’ about, girl?” Belster O’Comely asked, coming around the wagon.

“My hand!” Seano howled. “Put it back, I say! Use your magic, I beg you!”

“I cannot put your hand back on your arm,” Pony said sharply, turning on him with a snarl.

“You must!”

“There is no such magic!” Pony scolded, and it took all of her willpower to stop her from walking over and kicking the ugly brute in the face.

Seano Bellick wailed pitifully, still clutching at his torn stump. He reached for the hand with his remaining one, but recoiled as his fingers neared it, too afraid to even touch the gruesome thing. And he had to bring his hand back to his stump, for as soon as he let it go, the blood started spurting all over again.

“I’ll bleed out!” the man cried. “Oh, but you killed me! Oh, you witch woman! You killed me!”

Belster walked up beside Pony, the two staring at the pitiful sight. “What’re ye thinkin’?” Belster asked, for Pony made no move, either for her gemstone or for any bandages. She just stood there, staring at Seano Bellick as the man’s lifeblood trickled forth.

“Girl?” Belster asked, after a long moment passed without her showing any intention of responding.

“Bleeding out,” Seano said, his voice weaker, breaking with sobs.

“I believe that Belli’mar Juraviel or one of his kin is about,” Pony said to Belster, turning away from Seano. “The archer was felled by a Touel’alfar arrow, right through the eye.”

“What of it?” Belster asked, motioning toward Seano.

“Am I not worthy of your healing, good woman?” Seano pleaded. “You then,” he said to Belster.

“Are ye to be judgin’ them ye mean to heal?” Belster asked in all seriousness, but to Pony’s back, for she’d started away, looking up at the trees in hopes of catching a glimpse of Juraviel.

That comment stung Pony and she turned fiercely.

“I’m not sayin’ ye shouldn’t be,” Belster explained. “I’m just askin’ so ye can get it clear in yer own head. Ye got one lookin’ for healin’, and needin’ yer healin’, and ye got the healin’, but are ye to tend only those ye’re thinkin’ deservin’?”

“I cut them just to fix them?” Pony asked.

Belster gave a shrug.

He wouldn’t commit to an answer, but the question alone had given her his opinion of the matter, of course, had held a mirror up before Pony’s anger so that she could clearly see that growling expression upon her own face.

She had the power now of life or death over Seano, and over so many. The gemstone, the gift of God, bestowed that upon her, and thus was she to play in the role of God, as judge of the man and all the others? She nearly laughed aloud at the absurdity of it, but she went for her soul stone and moved close to Seano.

Before she fell into the magic of the gem, she looked the man straight in the eye and promised coldly, “If ever you try to steal from me again or to hurt me or any of my friends or any other innocent person, I will hunt you down and we will replay this fight. My gemstone cannot attach a severed hand, nor, I promise you, can it attach a severed head.”

Pony went into the stone and sealed up the blubbering Seano’s wound in short order.

“What say you, Juraviel?” she called to the boughs. “Would the Touel’alfar have shown such mercy?”

“The Touel’alfar would have properly finished the job in the first place,” came the answer of a melodic, and most welcome, voice. “A thrust through the heart, perhaps, and certainly nothing as messy as you have shown.

“The third archer has long fled,” the still-unseen elf informed her. “Have Belster send this fool along down the south road, and then you come out into the forest to the north, that we might speak privately.”

Pony looked plaintively at Belster.

“Must have somethin’ important to tell ye, then,” the innkeeper remarked, and he moved for Seano Bellick. “Come on, ye great feeder of the pig. Get ye back to Caer Tinella, where ye can tell ’em all that ye met with Pony, and met with disaster. Aye, that’s the way of it, ye met with the disaster named Pony!”

“Well put,” Pony remarked sarcastically, and she walked northward, as Belster half walked and half carried the shocked Seano south.

“Did I do well, then?” Pony asked Juraviel when she finally spotted the elusive elf siting on a bare branch a dozen feet off the ground.

“In fighting or in healing?” Juraviel asked.

“Both.”

“If that clumsy thug gave you any trouble in battle, then surely I would have questioned Nightbird’s sanity in ever teaching you bi’nelle dasada,” the elf replied. Even as he spoke the words, Pony noted that there was indeed some strain behind his jovial façade. “In healing him, you did as I knew you would.”

“What would Belli’mar Juraviel have done?” Pony asked.

“I would have killed him cleanly in the first place, as I said,” the elf answered matter-of-factly, with that cold and calm pragmatism that almost always crept into the thinking of any of the unforgiving Touel’alfar.

“But if you did not,” Pony pressed, “if you found yourself in the same situation as I just faced, would you have tended his wound?”

Belli’mar Juraviel spent a long while honestly considering the question. Certainly many of his kin, Lady Dasslerond among them, would have let the man die—elves showed no mercy to any n’Touel’alfar whose actions labeled them as enemies. “I would have been sorely disappointed in you if you had let the fool die,” was all the answer that Juraviel would give. “And so would you, a profound failing within yourself, a clear contradiction of that which you are, one that would have haunted you for all your days.”

It was Pony’s turn to pause and reflect, and she found herself nodding her agreement, glad indeed that she had not let Seano die. “Are you to sit up there all the night?” she asked suddenly. “Or are you to come down here and give an old friend a hug she sorely needs?”

How Belli’mar Juraviel wanted to go to her and do just that! He even started propping himself off of the branch. But two words, rosy plague, echoed in his mind. He had no idea, of course, if there really was such a plague beginning in the human lands, had no evidence except for rumors coming from an unknown source about some problems far in the southland.

But for Belli’mar Juraviel, this moment sang out to him as another critical choice in his life’s course. If there was a plague, and Pony had contracted it, and, in going to her, Juraviel brought it upon himself, then what would happen to Andur’Blough Inninness? Could the elven population, so tiny, survive such a plague?

Belli’mar Juraviel weighed the odds that Pony was so infected, and they seemed long indeed. Very long. But he was Touel’alfar, and she was not. It came down to something as simple as that.

And there was one other thing that Belli’mar knew, whether he admitted it to himself or not: if he went down to Pony and hugged her, if he allowed himself to recognize the deep and abiding friendship between them, the love that had bound him to the sides of Elbryan and Pony all the way to the dungeons of St.-Mere-Abelle and back, then how could he not tell this woman of the child now living in Andur’Blough Inninness? Her child, Elbryan’s child.

“You have a soul stone,” he remarked suddenly, needing to change the subject. “Where are your others?”

Pony shrugged. “I hardly care,” she said honestly. “Nor is the Church overly concerned. More gemstones will find their way out of the abbey coffers.”

“You have heard this?” Juraviel asked, and he truly wanted to know. If the magical gemstones began flowing out of the various abbeys, the implications to the Touel’alfar could be significant and dire.

“I sense it,” Pony answered. “The era of Markwart, and the centuries of policies that led to the creation of such an animal as he, has ended, and the era of Avelyn will soon begin.”

“You believe that Avelyn would be careless with the stones?”

“I believe that Avelyn would put them where they could do the most good,” Pony answered confidently. “As he did with the turquoise he gave to Symphony, to heighten the bond between the horse and Elbryan.”

Juraviel let it go at that, understanding Pony’s mind in this, and knowing that any further answers from her would be nothing more than conjecture. Juraviel understood, and was even a bit envious, of the motivations behind those avowed followers of Avelyn: a generosity and clear mission to make all the world a better place. But Juraviel was more pragmatic and realistic than to believe that their plans would be realized so easily. The gemstones were power, pure and simple, and letting that kind of power out into the world could have many more disastrous side effects than those people blinded by compassion could ever foresee.

Humans did not live a long time, Juraviel reminded himself. They considered a mere century as more than a lifetime, and so they often acted shortsightedly; humans would do that which helped immediate situations, often to disastrous effect for future generations.

But Belli’mar Juraviel was not human; he was Touel’alfar and had seen the birth and death of several centuries. Pony’s words now only strengthened the elf’s feelings on that which he had to do and made Juraviel wonder honestly if Lady Dasslerond hadn’t foreseen this impending change in Church policy.

“I tell you this last thing because I am your friend,” Juraviel said. “Understand well the gift that Nightbird gave to you; it is, among my people, as high an honor as can be bestowed.”

“Bi’nelle dasada,” Pony reasoned a moment later.

“It was not his to give,” Juraviel explained. “And he should not have done so, not even to you, without Lady Dasslerond’s permission.”

Pony didn’t even begin to know how to answer that surprising remark.

“And it is not yours to give,” Juraviel went on, his tone turning grave. “I have sworn that you will not, and based upon my trust in you, Lady Dasslerond allowed you to live,” Juraviel said. Each word he spoke made Pony’s blue eyes open a bit wider in sheer astonishment. “I pray that you do not betray that trust.”

“I would never,” the woman breathed.

“So I told my lady,” said Juraviel. “And I would not even have told you of this, except that I fear that you do not understand the power of that gift and the need that we have to keep it secret.”

“Never,” Pony agreed.

“Belster returns,” the elf announced, seeing the man bouncing up the path toward Pony.

“His archer friend found him down the road,” the innkeeper said to Pony when she turned to regard him. “I think the fool dropped his bow when ye chased him off. Pity for the two o’ them if they find highwaymen waitin’ for them down the way a bit!”

Ironic and fitting, Pony thought, and she turned back to the tree and Juraviel.

But the elf was already long gone.

By the time he neared Dundalis, Juraviel was certain that he had left Pony and Belster far, far behind. Pony had come after him, once, on that first night after he had left her with Belster. Using the soul stone, the woman had flown out of body, covering miles in seconds. Juraviel had felt her presence, and keenly, had even heard her telepathic call—and not just her feelings, but actual words, asking for an explanation.

But the elf had pretended not to hear, or at least, not to hear well, so that he had merely whispered farewell several times and kept on his speedy way. Soon, Pony had given up the chase.

Truly, the dismissal of his friend was tearing Belli’mar Juraviel apart, as was the secret of the child being trained in Andur’Blough Inninness. The entire result of the demon war was not as Juraviel had hoped or predicted. First he had lost one of his very best friends, Tuntun of the Touel’alfar, in the bowels of Aida. And then Nightbird had fallen. And now this. Juraviel had envisioned himself sitting on a hillock with Bradwarden and Nightbird and Jilseponie, trading stories and listening to the centaur’s song. It was a fantasy Juraviel had played out in his mind a hundred times, and now that it could not come to pass, it was a continual emptiness, a pang he felt forever within his heart.

All that he could hold against that pang, all that he could use to battle back, was the truth of his heritage. He was Touel’alfar, and would have outlived Nightbird and Pony, and their children’s children’s children.

Barely three days after his encounter with Pony, Juraviel found himself in the forest of the Timberlands again, following the song of Bradwarden, and found the centaur and Roger at their favorite hillock under the starry sky. Juraviel noted with interest that the stallion, too, was nearby, tethered to a tree at the base of the open mound.

“Taked ye long enough,” the centaur remarked, lowering his pipes, and Roger came up on his elbows.

“Sooner than agreed,” Juraviel replied. “We said a week, and yet only six days have passed. Will you need the seventh to finish preparing the horse?”

Roger’s groan was telling indeed.

“No, he’s as good as he’s to get for now,” Bradwarden answered. “A fiery little beastie, don’t ye doubt. Ye’ll be findin’ yer road a spirited run, but he’ll take a saddle, at least.”

“Then I will be gone before the dawn,” the elf announced, surprising both his friends.

“In a hurry, are ye?”

“I am not out for pleasure, but on an errand for my lady,” Juraviel explained. “She bade me return with all haste, and so I shall.”

Roger looked from Juraviel to the centaur curiously. “Are you coming up for a drink, at least?” he asked, for Juraviel had stopped halfway up the hillock, and showed no signs of coming any closer.

“Presently,” the elf answered. “I have a bit more to do to prepare for the road. I met Jilseponie on the road north of Caer Tinella.” Roger perked up at that. “She and Belster should arrive within a few days.”

And with that, the elf skittered off into the forest. In truth, he had nothing left to prepare—he would find his supplies along the road—but he wanted to minimize his contact with any potential plague carriers, his friends included.

Bradwarden’s song went on for a long, long time, and so in tune was it with the natural surroundings that Juraviel hardly noticed when the last delicate notes drifted into nothingness. But when he did register the silence, the elf knew that it was time for him to move, and quickly.

He went back to the hillock, and took comfort that Bradwarden, who never seemed to sleep, wasn’t about. Up he went, to find Roger snoring contentedly beside the orange embers.

He found the gemstones, as expected, in Roger’s belt pouch—a ruby and a soul stone, a lodestone and a graphite, and several others—and wasted no time in pocketing them. He did glance back once, stung by a pang of guilt—Roger was his friend, after all—but then, remembering who he was and the needs of his people, the needs of the people, he moved swiftly down the hillock and untethered the horse, then walked off into the dark forest.

“Way before the dawn, by my countin’,” he heard Bradwarden’s voice soon after, for though Juraviel could easily have gotten away from the region without being noticed by anyone, the centaur included, Bradwarden could certainly track a horse.

“The sooner I begin, the sooner I find my home,” Juraviel replied calmly.

The centaur came into view a few steps down the trail behind him, and started to catch up, but Juraviel held up his hand, motioning for Bradwarden to stay back.

“What’re ye about, elf?” Bradwarden asked.

“I am in a hurry, as I explained,” Juraviel replied.

“No, it’s a bit more than that,” Bradwarden reasoned. “The Juraviel I know doesn’t refuse an offer of a drink with his friends.”

“I had preparations—”

“The Juraviel I know would be askin’ his friends for help, then, if his preparations were so important,” Bradwarden interrupted, as he came forward a few strides. “The Juraviel I know wouldn’t have left Pony and Belster on the road, but would’ve spent the extra couple o’ days walkin’ with them, whatever his lady Dasslerond might be needin’. So what’re ye about, elf? Are ye to tell me or not?”

Juraviel thought on that for a long moment. “You take care, Bradwarden,” he said in all seriousness. “On the road south, I heard rumors of the rosy plague.”

“Oh, by the demons, ye say.”

“I know not if there is any truth to those words—more likely, they were the utterances of a gossiping fool and nothing more,” the elf went on. “But I can ill afford to take the chance, any chance, of bringing the plague back to my people.”

Bradwarden shook his head in frustration, but then looked at Juraviel and nodded.

“You take care of Roger and Jilseponie, as well,” the elf said. “I fear that if the rumors of plague prove true, then this might be the last time I see you—any of you. Know that if the land becomes ill with plague, the Touel’alfar will secure our borders and none will leave for many years.”

Again, Bradwarden merely nodded.

“Farewell,” Juraviel said.

“And to ye,” Bradwarden replied, and Belli’mar Juraviel left him there, in the forest that suddenly seemed all the darker.

Pony and Belster arrived in Dundalis right on schedule, the portly innkeeper driving the wagon and Pony riding Greystone. What a splendid sight she seemed to the folk of the Timberland community, many of whom owed their lives to the heroic deeds of this woman in the days of the demon armies. The whole town turned out to see the pair, cheering; and Pony, though embarrassed, felt indeed as if she had come home.

And leading all the cheers was Roger Lockless, his smile so wide that it seemed as if it would take in his ample ears.

“We’ve been waiting and waiting,” he explained. “Belli’mar Juraviel told us that he found you north of Caer Tinella, but I had hoped you would arrive sooner, give that strong horse of yours a bit of a workout.”

“An easy road, for we’ve nowhere else we need to be,” Pony answered. “Just as I prefer.”

Roger’s expression was curious for just a moment, but his smile soon returned. “No one built upon the foundation of the old Howling Sheila,” he explained. “We knew that you’d return.”

“Olwan Wyndon put down that foundation,” Pony answered, her voice somber. How well she remembered that particular place! When the monsters came to sack Dundalis, when Pony was but twelve years old, she had crawled under that foundation to escape the swords and spears and fire. She had emerged after the carnage, to find that all of the town, all of her family and all of her friends, were dead or missing. She and Elbryan alone had survived the catastrophe.

But Dundalis had been rebuilt, and that foundation had supported yet another structure, Belster’s Howling Sheila tavern.

And then Dundalis had been sacked again.

The memories showed Pony the best of human spirit, the resilience, the ability to fight on and on. Why wasn’t she now feeling that way? Where was her fighting spirit, her willingness to accept the losses and rebuild everything?

Perhaps some things could not be recovered, she mused, staring at the foundation and wondering if perhaps she should not have come back to this place. Here was the legacy of the Howling Sheila, a foundation of cold stone; and out there, not so far away, was another legacy, a cairn of cold stone.

“Are you all right?” she heard Roger ask, but it seemed to her as if his words came from far, far away. “Pony?”

She felt his hands on her shoulders, and only then understood that her shoulders were trembling, and that she was clammy and weak.

Then Belster was there beside her, holding her arm to support her.

Pony reached deep inside and shook away the fit. “I should have eaten more at breakfast,” she said to Belster, smiling sheepishly.

The innkeeper looked at her and politely nodded, but Pony knew, of course, that he had seen right through her little lie. Belster had come to know her so very well over the last year, and he understood the source of her distress.

“Fetch some food!” Roger called to the townsfolk. “As fine a meal as we can prepare.” He started to point out a couple of men to set to the task, but Pony put her arm on his and held it low.

“Later,” she said.

“Nonsense,” Roger argued. “We will prepare the finest—”

“Later,” Pony said again, more forcefully. “I have something I must do.”

“Are ye sure, girl?” Belster asked, and Pony turned back to face him, took a deep breath, and nodded.

“I’ll start setting up, then,” Belster said.

“Roger will help you, I am sure,” Pony, who wanted to do this thing alone, replied, and she looked to Roger again and patted his arm, smiling.

Then she went to Greystone and pulled herself into the saddle. She headed out of town at a swift trot, up the north slope, then walked the horse slowly down the fairly steep incline into the pine groves and the thick white caribou moss.

When she came out the other side of that dell, she had Greystone at an eager canter, running through the forest.

“She’s knowin’ the woods as well as any,” Bradwarden insisted when a frantic Roger came to him later on, wailing that they had to find Pony. “As well as any human might,” the centaur corrected with a sly wink.

“She’s been gone for hours,” Roger explained.

“And I’m thinkin’ that she’ll be doin’ many o’ these little rides out alone over the next few weeks. Can ye no’ guess where’s she’s gone to, boy, and can ye no’ be figurin’ why she wanted to go there alone?”

Roger looked at him curiously at first, but finally a light of recognition came over him.

“You are sure that she’s all right?” he asked.

“I’d be worryin’ about any monsters that might’ve found the girl,” Bradwarden said with a hearty chuckle. “Ye gived her back her gemstones, didn’t ye?”

Roger’s expression spoke volumes to the perceptive centaur.

“What’re ye thinkin’, boy?”

“I don’t have them,” Roger admitted.

Now it was Bradwarden’s turn to wear the confused expression. “Ye said ye did,” the centaur protested. “Ye even showed ’em to me!”

“I did have them, but they’re gone!” Roger tried to explain.

“Gone?”

“I had them a few days ago, but I woke up one morning to find my pouch empty.”

“Ye’re sayin’ ye lost a clutch o’ magic that could flatten a fair-sized town?” Bradwarden cried. “Ye lost a clutch o’ gems that a hunnerd merchants’d willingly give over all their gold to get their hands on?”

“I had them, and then I did not,” Roger insisted.

“And ye didn’t think to say anythin’ when the thief might still be about?” Bradwarden roared at him.

“I think I know who took them,” Roger replied quietly.

“Well, we’ll go and have a talk with the …” The centaur stopped, catching a hint of what might be going on here. “When d’ye say ye lost the damn things?”

“Three mornings ago.”

“The night after …” Bradwarden paused and shook his head. It made no sense. Juraviel? Their elven friend stole Pony’s gemstones?

“Either Juraviel took them or someone else stole up the hillock that night after we had gone to sleep,” Roger insisted.

Truly, Bradwarden had no answers for that. He knew well enough that no one had come up that hillock to steal from Roger. And yet, unless the man was lying, those gemstones had disappeared on that very night—the very night Belli’mar Juraviel made his hasty retreat from the region.

“It might be that them monks found a way to magically come and get the damn things,” the centaur said unconvincingly, for both he and Roger knew well that if there was such a manner of retrieval, Father Abbot Markwart would surely have discovered it and used it to get the cache of stones back a long time ago.

“I don’t even know what to tell Pony,” Roger admitted.

“Has she asked for them?”

“No.”

“Is she even knowin’ that ye got the damn things?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Then tell her not a thing until she’s askin’,” Bradwarden advised. “I’m thinkin’ that the girl’s got enough weighin’ down her heart at this time.”

“More than you know,” Roger replied. “I was talking with Belster earlier and he told me all that Pony walked away from in Palmaris. They offered her everything, the barony, the abbey. Everything. And she just walked away.”

Bradwarden eyed the man and marked well his tone. “And ye’re thinkin’ she chose wrong?”

“After all we went through?” Roger replied, his frustration creeping into his voice. “After all the fighting and all the dying? After Elbryan gave his very life for a better world? And we could have that world, we—Pony could make it all worthwhile.”

“I’m seein’ a new side o’ ye, to be sure,” the centaur remarked, and that set Roger back on his heels a bit.

“I fought alongside everyone else,” the man protested when he got his bearings back.

“Never said ye didn’t,” Bradwarden replied. “But by me own thinkin’, ye was fightin’ more for Roger than for any paradise in yer thoughts.”

Again, the man had to pause for a bit to consider any response he might give, for Roger understood that the centaur spoke honestly and accurately. All through the early days of the war, Roger had indeed been a selfish warrior, considering every action based mostly on what fame it might bring to him.

Elbryan had shown him the error of his ways, as had Juraviel, with typical elven bluntness. Only now, however, with Bradwarden so clearly pointing it out, did Roger begin to understand the depth of the change that had come over him. Only now did he consciously recognize that Elbryan had died for a reason, for something bigger than his own life and bigger than Pony’s life. And, to Roger’s complete surprise, he found himself frustrated and disappointed that Pony had chosen to run away when all the city was being offered up to her, when, with a few words and a few actions, she could have made a profound change upon Palmaris, a change for the better, a change that would give meaning to their sacrifices made in battling first the demon and its minions and then the demons that had infected the Abellican Church.

And she had run away!

“But aren’t ye being tough on the poor girl?” Bradwarden remarked.

“She should not be here,” Roger replied. “Or at least, she should not be planning to stay. There is too much to do, and time will work against us if we do not act.”

“Against us?” the centaur echoed doubtfully. “I’m not seein’ Roger Lockless doin’ much work in Palmaris. I’m not seein’ Roger Lockless doin’ much work at all!” He ended with a laugh, a great belly laugh; but Roger, too perplexed by these revelations concerning his feelings, didn’t join in.

“Ah, but ye’re bein’ too hard on her,” Bradwarden explained.

“The opportunity—”

“And what good might she be doin’ if her heart’s not in it?” Bradwarden promptly interrupted, and his voice grew more grim then, and more serious. “Ye lost a friend, and so ye’re stingin’, and wantin’ to put a meanin’ to it,” the centaur explained. “And so ye should be, and so should we all. But Pony’s lost more than a friend.”

“I loved Elbryan,” Roger started to protest, but Bradwarden was laughing at the absurdity of the statement, and Roger couldn’t honestly disagree. Comparing his relationship with Elbryan to the one the ranger shared with Pony was indeed absurd.

“She’s needin’ time to heal,” the centaur said after a bit. “She’s needin’ time for rememberin’ who she is and why she is, and for findin’ a reason to keep on fightin’.”

“How long?” Roger asked. “It’s been a year.”

“A torn heart can take a sight longer than a year,” Bradwarden said quietly, solemnly, his voice filled with obvious sympathy for his dear friend Pony. “Ye give her the time, and it might be that she’ll go back and begin the fight anew.”

“Might be?”

“And might not be,” the centaur said plainly. “Ye can’t be tellin’ someone else what fights they’re wantin’ to pick, and ye can’t be arguin’ the worth o’ fightin’ to one who’s not seein’ it.”

“And if she chooses not to continue?” Roger asked. “What value, then, of Elbryan’s death?”

“Ask yerself,” the centaur replied. “Ye’re so quick to be makin’ it Pony’s fight, and easy enough for ye, sittin’ up here in the Timberlands. Where’s Roger, then? I’m askin’. He’s lettin’ his friend go cold in the ground, and not doin’ a thing to bring a value to Elbryan’s death.”

“I was not offered the barony or the abbey.”

“Ye weren’t lookin’ for the offer,” Bradwarden said. “Ye could’ve ridden the last fight to some power, if ye so chose.”

“I came north with you,” Roger protested, “to bury Elbryan.”

“And ye could’ve been back in Palmaris before the summer was half finished,” Bradwarden scolded. “Are ye mad at Pony, boy? Are ye really? Or is it yerself that’s botherin’ yerself?”

Roger started to answer, but stopped short and stood staring out at the forest, wondering, wondering.

“Pony’s needin’ a friend now, and needin’ us to let her do all that she’s needin’ to do without our judgin’ her,” Bradwarden remarked sternly. “Ye think ye can do that?”

Roger looked him right in the eye, considered the question carefully and honestly, then nodded.

A chill wind came up that evening, and Pony honestly wasn’t sure if it was a natural thing or a consequence of this cold place. In either case, how fitting it seemed to her as she stood before the two cairns in the grove north of Dundalis, a place that would have left her cold on the hottest of bright summer days.

She only glanced at the older of the graves, the resting place of Mather Wyndon, Elbryan’s uncle and the first Wyndon ranger. She couldn’t help but picture the body under those stones, disturbed first by Elbryan on that dark night when he had earned Tempest, the elven sword, and then again more recently by Bradwarden and Roger, when they reinterred the weapon beside its original owner.

And Pony couldn’t help but picture Elbryan, and the mere thought of her love lying cold in the ground nearly buckled her knees. He was there, under those rocks, with Hawkwing, the magnificent bow Belli’mar Juraviel’s father, Joycenevial, had crafted for him during his years of training with the Touel’alfar. He was there, with eyes unseeing and a mouth that could not draw breath. He, who had so often warmed her in his gentle but strong embrace, was there, alone and cold, and there was nothing, nothing that she could do about it.

All of her young life had been marred by loss. First her family and friends—all of them save Elbryan—had been murdered by goblins and giants. Then her companions at Pireth Tulme—men and women she hadn’t considered friends but with whom she had forged a working relationship—had been slaughtered by the attacking powries. Then the Chilichunks, who had shown her only love, had perished in the dungeons of St.-Mere-Abelle.

Then Paulson, Cric, and Chipmunk and Tuntun and Avelyn, dear Avelyn, all lost on the road to Mount Aida. And her child, torn from her womb by the demon Markwart. And finally—in an act that had saved her life, surely—she had lost Elbryan, her lover, her best friend, the man she had intended to grow old beside.

It didn’t get easier, these confrontations with death. Far from hardening her heart to future losses, each death seemed to amplify those that came before.

She pictured them now, all of them, from Elbryan to Avelyn to her father, walking past her as if in a dream, moving close in front of her but never seeing her or hearing her plaintive calls. Walking, walking away from her forever.

She reached out and tried to grab Elbryan, but he was an insubstantial thing, a formed mist and nothing more, and her hand passed right through him. He was an image, a memory, something lost.

Pony blinked open her eyes and didn’t even try to hold back the tears that rolled down her cheeks.


Chapter 18
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Friendships Fast

“I HADN’T THOUGHT WE’D BE SEEIN’ OUR HOME AGAIN SO SOON,” LIAM O’BLYTHE remarked to Prince Midalis as they trotted their mounts at the lead of a long column making its way through the muggy air of the Vanguard forest. They had gone north with Bruinhelde and his clan only to be met by barbarian scouts reporting that southern Alpinador was clear of monsters, that not a sign of any goblins or powries had been seen in many, many weeks. And so, with Bruinhelde’s approval and a knowing wink and a nod from Andacanavar, the men of Vanguard had turned about, heading back to their homes to erase the scars of the demon war.

Andacanavar had come back to the south, as well, though he had taken a roundabout route and they hadn’t seen him in a couple of days. With Midalis’ blessing, the ranger had decided to haunt the region of Vanguard for the rest of the summer, to learn what he could about his southern neighbors in the hopes that he could further bridge the chasm between the two peoples. The ranger had also elicited from Midalis the Prince’s promise that, when he returned home in the autumn, Midalis would accompany him.

There remained the not so little matter of the blood-brothering.

“Pireth Vanguard!” the point scout called back.

“Well, she is still standing, then,” Midalis remarked. A few moments later, rounding a bend and cresting a rise in the trail, Liam and Midalis came in sight of the fortress, its towers stark against the heavy gray sky hanging over the Gulf of Corona behind it.

Before they entered the fortress, the pair noted that a trader was in port, but it wasn’t until Midalis saw Warder Presso running toward him that he realized something unusual was going on. The battle-weary Prince was relieved indeed to learn the Warder’s news, to learn that nothing sinister had happened in the days since their departure.

Still, a monk visiting from Palmaris, come to take Abbot Agronguerre back to St.-Mere-Abelle, was no small matter; and though he was tired and hot and dirty, Prince Midalis decided that he should go straight to St. Belfour to meet the man. Liam, of course, willingly followed; and the two were joined by Captain Al’u’met, who was riding Warder Presso’s own fine horse. On the trails to the abbey, Al’u’met told of the happenings in Palmaris yet again; and as they nodded, hanging on every word, both the Prince and his adviser came to understand why Midalis’ brother, the King, had not responded to their request for soldiers.

“I had heard rumors that the Father Abbot had died,” Midalis said when Al’u’met finished. “But never would I have believed that such turmoil and treacherous circumstance surrounded that tragic event.”

“The kingdom will be long in recovering from the scars of the demon dactyl,” Al’u’met said grimly. “Perhaps the Church will choose its next leader wisely, to the benefit of us all.”

“Ye’re seein’ benefit in anythin’ the Abellican Church’s doin’?” Liam O’Blythe asked the dark-skinned southerner bluntly.

“I am Abellican,” Al’u’met explained, “and have followed that path to God for many decades.”

“I only meant—”

Al’u’met stopped him with a smile and an upraised hand.

“When will they convene the College of Abbots?” Midalis asked.

“I am bid to transport Brother Dellman, Abbot Agronguerre, and any entourage the abbot chooses to bring, to St.-Mere-Abelle in the autumn,” Al’u’met explained. “They will convene in Calember, as they did last time.”

Midalis started to answer, but then paused and considered the words carefully. “This Brother Dellman,” he asked, “who sent him?”

“Abbot Braumin of St. Precious.”

“I do not know the man,” Midalis replied, “nor have I ever heard Abbot Agronguerre mention him. He is young?”

“For an abbot, very much so,” Al’u’met explained. “Abbot Braumin has earned his rank by deed, and not by mere age. He stood with Nightbird and Jilseponie, even under promise of torture by the Father Abbot. He would not renounce his beliefs, though his refusal seemed as if it would surely cost him his life. Brother Dellman, too. A fine young man, by my estimation.”

Al’u’met started to take the conversation that way, but Midalis would not let him, more concerned with the one thing that nagged at him, just below his consciousness, about this visit.

“Why have you come so early?” he asked plainly.

“It is a long voyage, and one unpredictable,” Al’u’met explained. “The weather was not so foul, and yet we had to put in at Dancard for repair.”

“You could still be in Palmaris dock,” Midalis countered, and he noticed the concerned expression come over Liam’s face, and realized then that he might be giving away his suspicions. “You could have waited out the rest of the month in the south and still have had more than enough time to come up here, fetch Agronguerre, and return to St.-Mere-Abelle.”

“I could not chance the weather,” Al’u’met answered, but Midalis saw right through that excuse. Every sailor along the gulf knew well that the late-spring weather was much more treacherous than that of late summer and early autumn. Not only had Al’u’met come up prematurely, but he had done so against the conventional wisdom of the gulf sailors.

What was it, then? Prince Midalis wondered. Why had this protégé of the new abbot come running all the way to Vanguard with an invitation that could have been delivered by any one of the many traders that would venture here over the next month and a half? And certainly a man as prominent as Abbot Agronguerre would have had little trouble in finding his own passage south. Following that same line of thought, it struck Midalis that it made more sense for the abbot to use one of Midalis’ ships, and not go south with Al’u’met, that he might return before the winter season set in deep.

Unless Abbot Braumin and his cohorts weren’t expecting Agronguerre to return to Vanguard anytime soon, Midalis reasoned; and it occurred to him then that this was much more than an invitation. He had a difficult time holding his smile in check all the rest of the way to St. Belfour.

They arrived late in the afternoon, and met immediately with Brother Dellman, Abbot Agronguerre, and the ever-present Brother Haney. Dellman told his tale yet again, more quickly this time, since the Prince had already heard all of Al’u’met’s contributions. What most interested the Prince, and what he made Dellman repeat several times and elaborate on, were the parts concerning his brother’s actions in the city.

Brother Dellman took care to paint King Danube in a positive light, and it was not a hard task for the young monk. He explained that Danube had wisely held back to allow Elbryan and Jilseponie to settle their war with Markwart. “He understood that this fight was about the soul of the Church more than any threat to his secular kingdom,” Dellman explained. “It was the proper course for him to take.”

Midalis nodded, not surprised, for ever had his older brother been wise in the ways of diplomacy; and one of the primary lessons they both had learned at a young age was never to engage the kingdom in a fight that did not directly involve them.

“His wisdom after the battle was no less,” Brother Dellman went on, resisting the temptation to offer the glaring exception of Danube’s choice for the new baron, installing the hostile Duke Kalas instead of a more diplomatic soul. “He begged Jilseponie to take the barony.”

That raised Prince Midalis’ dark eyebrows and those of Liam O’Blythe, as well.

“If you knew the woman, you would better appreciate the correctness of that choice,” Captain Al’u’met put in.

“Then I will have to make it a point to meet this most remarkable woman,” Prince Midalis sincerely replied.

“You will not be disappointed,” said Warder Presso, which caught all of the Vanguardsmen by surprise. “If she is the same woman, Jill, who served with me at Pireth Tulme many years ago, then you will be duly impressed.”

“A pity that she’ll not be at the College of Abbots,” Agronguerre remarked.

“An invitation will surely be extended,” said Dellman. “And just as certainly, Jilseponie will refuse. She has gone north, back into the Timberlands, to heal her heart. Better will all the world be if that process is successful and Jilseponie returns to us soon!”

His obvious enthusiasm and sincerity had all the heads bobbing in agreement, and had all of those who had not met the woman—including Warder Presso, who had not seen her in years—anxious indeed to gaze upon this growing legend.

They talked long into the night, informally, mostly trading anecdotes of their experiences during the war. Abbot Agronguerre excused himself from vespers, and allowed Brothers Haney and Dellman to do likewise, so that they could continue this most productive and enjoyable meeting. When finally they ended, past midnight, there had been forged an honest friendship between them all, and all the secular guests were invited to remain at the abbey for as long as they desired.

Still, Brother Dellman was surprised indeed when Prince Midalis bade him to hold back a moment while all the others filed out of the abbot’s audience chamber.

“I find it curious that you have come up here so early,” the Prince explained.

“We simply wanted to make sure that the message of the College of Abbots was properly delivered and in a timely enough manner for Abbot Agronguerre to make his preparations,” Brother Dellman replied.

“That could have been done in an easier and more convenient manner,” the Prince observed.

Brother Dellman shrugged, having no practical answer and not wanting to get into the discussion at that time.

“You are a good and trusted friend of the new abbot of St. Precious,” Midalis observed.

“Abbot Braumin Herde,” Dellman replied. “I traveled with him across the land, running from Markwart and running toward Avelyn. I was beside him at the miracle of Aida, and again beside him when he was taken captive by Markwart, and by the King’s soldiers.”

“And now, with Markwart dead and discredited, the new abbot of St. Precious, your friend Braumin Herde, will have a strong voice at the College, yes?”

Brother Dellman considered the strange question for a moment, then just shrugged.

“The tide flows in his favor,” the Prince observed. “He who was instrumental in the fall of Father Abbot Markwart, he who leads those of the other philosophy, Avelyn’s philosophy, will certainly be heard clearly at the College of Abbots.”

“If the other abbots and masters are wise, they will listen to Abbot Braumin’s every word with great care,” Brother Dellman remarked.

“And does Abbot Braumin intend to try for the highest position in the Church?”

That set Dellman back on his heels. “Forgive me, my Prince, but it is not within my province to discuss such matters.”

“Of course,” said Midalis. “Yet you said that he was a young man—too young to be so nominated and elected, I would guess, given my understanding of your Church.”

“You know much of us,” replied Dellman, who was growing increasingly uneasy with this whole train of conversation.

“But perhaps Abbot Braumin has set his sights toward nominating another for the position of father abbot,” Prince Midalis said. “Perhaps he, like many others, no doubt, is seeking a person who will lead the Church in a better direction.”

“That would be his charge, my Prince,” Brother Dellman said, “as it is now the charge of every abbot and every master.”

A wry smile came over the handsome young Prince’s face. “And so, given that, would not this young abbot send out his most trusted friends to study those likely candidates?” he asked.

“Again you ask of me that which I cannot answer,” Dellman replied, which, of course, was an answer in itself, and one that pleased Prince Midalis greatly.

“I will say this to you without any personal motives,” Midalis offered. “If you and your friend the abbot are indeed thinking that Abbot Agronguerre might be a proper selection for that most important position within your Church, then know that I second that nomination with all of my heart. He is a wonderful man, a man of diplomacy—his work in quelling the trepidations of the Alpinadoran leaders in our recent truce was marvelous and generous—and, foremost, a man of God. I have never truly considered myself overreligious, good Brother Dellman, but when I hear Abbot Agronguerre speaking—and always his words come from the truth that is in his heart—I know that I am hearing the will of God.”

“Strong words,” Brother Dellman gasped, for they were indeed, words that would border on heresy if Midalis were speaking them with any intent of personal gain! And yet, in looking at the man, in considering the situation faced by both Church and State, Dellman understood that the Prince was speaking from his heart.

“If you are considering Abbot Agronguerre for nomination, then look as deeply as you may,” Prince Midalis went on. “For surely, the more familiar you become with Abbot Agronguerre, the more firmly you will desire him as your new father abbot. This I know, Brother Dellman, for I have served beside the man for many years and have not once found error in his ways. Oh, I have not always agreed with his choices; but even for those over which we were at odds, I knew that his choice had come from a logical and consistent philosophy, one based on the highest and most noble traditions of your Church.”

“I will consider your words carefully, Prince Midalis,” Brother Dellman answered.

“Then you admit that you are here for more reasons than to deliver an invitation?” Midalis asked with that wry grin again.

Brother Dellman, too, couldn’t help but smile. “Forgive me, my Prince,” he answered yet again, “but it is not within my province to discuss such matters.”

Midalis laughed aloud and clapped Dellman on the shoulder as he walked past, collecting the man in his wake.

Dellman retired to his room soon after, but was far too excited to even think about sleep. He paced his small room, digesting all that he had learned, thinking that Abbot Braumin had been wise indeed to send him to this place, and that the Abellican Church might soon elect the leader it needed to get through this dark time.

Abbot Agronguerre hustled down to the front courtyard of St. Belfour a couple of days later, when he learned that a most unexpected visitor had arrived, seeking audience with him and with Prince Midalis, who was still within the abbey. Along the way, the abbot managed to find Haney and Dellman, and bade them accompany him, though he didn’t pause long enough to fill them in on the details.

As soon as they came in sight of the courtyard, the source of the abbot’s nervous excitement became clear—in the nearly seven-foot frame of mighty Andacanavar.

“Greetings, friend Andacanavar,” Agronguerre said, huffing and puffing to catch his breath. “Good tidings, I pray, bring you to us at this time. You remember Brother Haney, I am sure, and let me introduce to you a visitor from the south, Brother—”

“Holan Dellman,” Andacanavar interrupted, and both Haney and Agronguerre looked curiously from the ranger to their southern brother.

“Greetings again, Andacanavar of Alpinador,” Brother Dellman remarked, and Agronguerre detected a bit of nervousness along with the obvious familiarity.

“We have both walked a long road, it would seem, to come to the same place,” the ranger said with a grin. But it seemed to Agronguerre as if Andacanavar, too, was straining to be polite. These two had a history, he realized, and one that had not been without conflict.

Indeed, Dellman and the ranger had met first spiritually, and not physically. Dellman had gone along with Master Jojonah, then Brother Francis and other brothers from St.-Mere-Abelle on their caravan journey to the Barbacan to investigate the demise of the demon dactyl. Their road had taken them through Alpinador, and after a fight with monsters outside of one Alpinadoran village, Brother Dellman, scouting out of body, had found that they were being shadowed by Andacanavar. Master Jojonah had then sent Brother Braumin out to the man spiritually with soul stone magic, to quietly suggest that he should turn around and go home. Failing that, Braumin had been instructed to possess the man and walk his body back to the southland.

But Andacanavar, stronger of will than the monks could ever have expected, had turned the tables, had walked through the spiritual connection to possess Braumin, and then had used the monk’s physical body to go into the encampment and learn more about the brothers.

The two had come to terms over their misunderstanding, but still there remained some tension between them—and between the ranger and Braumin’s supporters, who had seen their leader magically and spiritually overwhelmed by the man. The act of possession was among the most distasteful products of gemstone magic, a rape of the spirit; and two who had known such intimate battle as that would never, ever forget it.

“I had thought you to be back in Alpinador, with Bruinhelde,” Abbot Agronguerre remarked.

“Bruinhelde is not back in Alpinador, either,” the ranger explained, slowly turning his gaze away from Brother Dellman. “We found the road clear.”

“We heard as much,” replied Agronguerre. “My brethren returned to us several days ago, and glad we were to learn that Alpinador was spared the trials of the demon dactyl.”

“We fought our share,” Andacanavar informed him. “But good tidings indeed that the threat to our homeland had ended. And yet it was tidings of further war that brought us back to the south, soon after Prince Midalis and the others left us.”

A shadow crossed over Abbot Agronguerre’s chubby face.

“Prince Midalis is here, by the reports,” the ranger remarked. “Take me to him that I have to tell my tale but once.”

They found Midalis eating his breakfast on the flat top of the abbey’s northwestern tower. Predictably, Liam O’Blythe was there as well; and it occurred to everyone there, Liam included, how similar the man and his relationship to Prince Midalis was to that of Brother Haney and his relationship to Abbot Agronguerre. Both had been born peasants, and through deed alone had risen to important, if little recognized, positions, for both were sounding boards for their respective leaders, confidants who first heard the policies the men would institute. Both were younger than the men they followed, protégés of sorts: one the likely successor as abbot of St. Belfour, the other already appointed an earl, and likely in line for the duchy of Vanguard.

Midalis seemed no less surprised by the ranger’s appearance than Agronguerre had been. He wiped his mouth quickly and rose from the table, moving fast to greet the man away from the plates of half-eaten food, and subtly motioning for Liam to clear up the mess.

“Tidings of war, so says Andacanavar,” Abbot Agronguerre said immediately. “And Bruinhelde and some of his warriors have returned, as well.”

“Trouble?” Midalis asked the ranger.

“So says one of our scouts, who spoke with one of your own,” the ranger informed him. “To the east of here, in a rough bay. A boat put in, a boat full of powries.”

“Barrelboat,” Midalis reasoned.

“Not so,” Andacanavar replied. “A masted ship. They put in to the bay, but did not, it seems, know the waters well, for when the tide went out, their boat came down hard to the rocks and mud. So you have got powries again, my friend, and so we came down to join in the fun of being rid of the wretched bloody caps.”

They rode out in force from St. Belfour soon after, Abbot Agronguerre in his coach leading the same twenty brothers who had just returned from Alpinador, plus Dellman and Haney. Beside them went Midalis, Liam, and Andacanavar. Their numbers swelled five times over when they crossed through the town of Vanguard and the fortress, where Warder Presso and Al’u’met came out to meet them, along with many of the Pireth Vanguard soldiers. After a brief meeting to try to determine the exact location of this bay, Al’u’met returned to the Saudi Jacintha and, after bringing aboard some more of Warder Presso’s archers, put out, shadowing the marching army to the east.

With Bruinhelde and his warriors already in place in the east, and another two towns to cross through, where more volunteers would join, it seemed as if this would be one battle where the odds, at last, favored Midalis’ side.

“Prop it, pull it, and peg it!” Dalump Keedump roared at his crew, and the powries did just that, tugging the heavy lines, bringing the boat up the ramp an inch, and then pegging the crank to hold it in its new position. They had come in for repairs and supplies, and perhaps a bit of sport, but—curse their luck—the tide had dropped too low for the heavy boat, and had damaged the hull.

“Prop it, pull it, and peg it!” the powrie boss cried again enthusiastically, for they were making progress now in getting the ship repaired and in getting themselves on the way home. Dalump had led a raid upon a nearby village, a few farmhouses clustered together, and though—to the dismay of all the fierce bloody caps—there were no humans about to slaughter, they tore down the walls of the buildings and found enough rope and other supplies to come back and complete their repairs. Now, with the front half of the boat clear of the water, the crack in her hull visible and seeming not too severe, Dalump figured they could be back out to sea with the next high tide.

“Prop it, pull it, and peg it!” he cried again and again, the boat creaking out of the water more and more. “Yach, but we’ll be back to our home in short order, lads, and then we’ll turn about with another army to go and pay back the dog Kalas!”

And so it went, the growling, untiring powries bending their backs and pulling hard.

Midalis was not surprised to see them, for his scouts had reported that about three families of refugees were on the road. Still, the image of his people being uprooted yet again by monsters brought a fire into the young Prince. He’d see them back to their homes and give them a few powrie heads to stake about the grounds for decorations.

“Me Prince!” cried the man trotting beside the lead wagon, a sturdy farmer of about forty winters, and he ran forward and fell to one knee before Midalis.

“Have powries so chased you from your homes?” Midalis asked.

“And would’ve burned us in our homes, don’t ye doubt, had not some o’ his kin—” he indicated Andacanavar “—come to rouse us.”

Midalis gave a resigned chuckle. “It would seem that I, and my people, are in Bruinhelde’s debt yet again,” he remarked to Andacanavar.

“Blood-brothering erases all debt,” the ranger replied with a wink.

“Come, and let us be quick,” Midalis said to his men, “before Bruinhelde and his men take all the fun from us.” He turned back to the farmer. “You need run no farther,” he explained. “I will leave some soldiers and brothers with you for your protection. Camp here and wait—and for not too long, I would guess—before we signal you that you may return to your homes.”

“If there’s anything left o’ them,” the man remarked.

“And if not, then we will help you to rebuild them!” Prince Midalis replied with enthusiasm.

They picked up their pace after that, quick-marching all the way out to the east, to the bay. The Prince, who knew well the region, decided to take a northerly route and approach the bay heading south, where they would come in sight of the place high on a wooded cliff, overlooking the water.

“I will find you there,” Andacanavar promised; and the ranger ran off, seeking Bruinhelde and his kin so that the attack might be coordinated.

“There are the beasts, and what’s left of the houses,” Liam O’Blythe remarked when they got to the spot, to see the powries hard at work at their impromptu, but wonderfully constructed, dry dock.

“They are cunning fellows,” Prince Midalis replied, and he looked up and noted that Brother Dellman, in particular, wore a surprised expression.

“You know of them?” he asked the young monk.

“It may be that we chased this same boat across the gulf,” the brother explained.

“They are trying to get home,” Abbot Agronguerre remarked.

“A pity for them,” Midalis said grimly. There was no argument from the soldiers and the monks or from the Vanguardsmen who had suffered so terribly at the hands of the vicious bloody caps. “Set your archers all along the cliff,” he instructed Warder Presso. “Tell them to pick their shots carefully and to wait for the signal.” Midalis turned to Abbot Agronguerre. “I pray you do the same with your crossbowmen and any gemstone magic you wish to throw at our enemies. I doubt that you will be needing much energy with the soul stone when this battle is finished.”

Abbot Agronguerre nodded his agreement with the tactic and the assessment. As far as they could see, the powries numbered less than a score, and Agronguerre doubted that any would even survive the first volley.

Andacanavar returned to them a few minutes later, explaining that Bruinhelde and his force were in position just to the southwest of the dry dock, in the trees at the western edge of the little bay’s mouth, ready to strike.

Midalis looked to Liam, who ran off at once, assembling a force to complement the barbarians’.

“Bruinhelde has more than enough men to finish this task,” Andacanavar assured the Prince. “When they break from the forest edge, rain your death upon the powries, and it will be finished.”

“This is Vanguard,” the Prince replied. “My men should be among the attacking force.”

“We’ve not the time,” the ranger explained, pointing down to the dry dock. “It seems that we’ve come upon our enemies at the last moment. They are preparing to leave, and Bruinhelde will not allow that!”

“Nor will Captain Al’u’met,” Brother Dellman added, and all eyes turned his way, to see him smiling widely and looking out past the bay, to the open gulf. And there, around the western lip of the bay, they all saw the sails of the Saudi Jacintha, as the boat glided to intercept the powries’ craft.

Apparently, Bruinhelde and his kin spotted those sails as well, and, not knowing their intent, decided to make sure that those powries already landed found no reinforcements. Or, Midalis mused, perhaps the barbarian leader was just trying to make sure that he and his brethren did indeed find all the fun!

Whatever the case, the barbarian horde came crashing out of the brush, howling wildly, launching their chained hammers.

Prince Midalis leaped up and cried out, and down went the devastating volley, arrows and crossbow bolts and streaks of lightning.

Dalump Keedump recognized his doom clearly enough when the barbarian horde, a hundred strong at least, came roaring out of the forest, and that fear was only multiplied when death rained down upon his companions from above.

Fortunately for the powrie leader and a couple of his associates, they were tucked in close to the boat at that moment, with the bulky craft between them and the archers, and thus escaped the volley.

Dalump ordered his minions—those few still standing!—to meet the charge, but he held back the two beside him and motioned for one to go up on the ship with him and for the other to run forward and cut the line.

The powrie could only hope that his foolish soldiers would keep the barbarians busy long enough for him to get out into the bay.

“They’re running!” Midalis cried as the powrie boat slid down the dry dock to splash into the water. The powrie who had cut the line ran wildly along the beach, trying to keep up, and when he found that he could not, he dove down in the sand and grabbed up the rope, getting pulled along.

Midalis’ archers focused their next shots on that sliding dwarf, and when he hit the water, all around him turned crimson.

Bruinhelde, too, cried out against the escape, and he rushed around those few charging powries, letting his able companions cleave the dwarves down, while he ran full out down the beach.

Already the boat’s square mainsail was filling with wind, but Bruinhelde’s long stride got him close enough. He dove into the water and snatched the trailing rope, pulling himself along its length.

From up above, the archers and the monks focused their missiles and their magic at the deck of the boat, but no clear targets could they see. The craft, groaning and creaking, began its turn for the bay mouth.

“Al’u’met will get them,” Midalis remarked. “Keep putting arrows across the deck,” he instructed Liam.

“Hold them!” Agronguerre overruled the Prince. The abbot pointed down to the water, indicating Bruinhelde, working hard to get to the boat.

“Go for the sail, then!” Midalis commanded. “And keep your shots high!”

Dalump Keedump kept his head low, cursing and spitting as yet another thunderous lightning bolt flashed overhead, ripping a line in one sail. But then the ship lurched as it came about, its sail filling with a strong breeze, rushing in diagonally from behind.

“Yach, catch us if ye can!” the powrie shouted, but his words died in his mouth when he looked forward and saw the Saudi Jacintha closing fast, her deck crowded with archers.

“We got to quit,” the other powrie said.

“And go back to a human jail?” Dalump answered, and he slapped his companion on the back of the head. “Yach, I’ll go to the bottom o’ the bay afore I’ll sit in a smelly dungeon again!” With that, he tied off the wheel to keep her sailing straight and rushed forward, dragging his reluctant companion beside him, howling curses at the approaching ship.

“Come on then, ye dogs! I’ll give ye a hit or ten!”

Bruinhelde tugged furiously, pulling his body closer and closer alongside the speeding craft. The rope was tied off in front, but the thought of following that course daunted the barbarian, for he’d surely drown in the prow waves before he ever dragged himself out of the water. Besides, the deck was low.

Bruinhelde wrapped one arm tightly about the rope, then pulled in the slack behind him. He coiled the loose end and tossed it up, looping it on a spur along the railing, then caught it as it came back down. He nearly lost his grip altogether when he let go of the towing end and jerked to the end of the slack on the other piece of rope, but again, with sheer determination and strength, the powerful barbarian drove on. Soon he was back to the spot where he had thrown the rope, and then, with a great tug, he came out of the water, scrambling up the side of the boat.

He peeked over to see only two powries, and both of them up front, with their backs to him.

Bruinhelde drew a long dagger from his belt and pulled himself up higher.

“Hold your shots,” Al’u’met instructed his many archers as the boats continued to close.

The powrie curses came at him, along with a flying club, as Dalump launched the missile. “I’ll ram ye to the bottom with me!” the powrie promised.

“Take them out,” Captain Al’u’met said grimly, and the bows bent back and the arrows flew.

Unfortunately, at that same moment, Bruinhelde appeared, charging hard at the powrie pair.

The barrage dropped Dalump Keedump and his powrie companion.

Behind them, Bruinhelde went down.

The mood in the two distinct camps on the beach that night was somber indeed. Abbot Agronguerre, along with Brothers Dellman and Haney, went to the Alpinadoran encampment, offering their bandages and services.

Captain Al’u’met, all apologies, accompanied Prince Midalis, Liam, and Andacanavar, to join the Alpinadoran council.

“We did not see Bruinhelde,” the captain explained, and Andacanavar translated, with equal sincerity, for his excited kinsmen. “Else we would have held the shot and let him finish the powries.”

One Alpinadoran answered gruffly, using words that none of the Vanguardsmen understood, and then another agreed. When Andacanavar turned back to the Vanguardsmen, he offered a comforting wink.

“Bruinhelde was injured in battle,” the ranger explained. “There is no shame in that. As for your error, they do not doubt your honesty, though I will admit that they are surprised, as am I, to see a man with skin so dark.”

Captain Al’u’met bowed low.

“We all pray that Bruinhelde will survive his wounds,” Prince Midalis offered.

“He is made of tougher stuff than you understand, if you fear that he will not,” Andacanavar determinedly replied.

“He’s unconscious,” Brother Haney remarked. “He’ll not even know.”

Abbot Agronguerre stared hard at the younger brother. “And what think you, Brother Dellman?” he asked. “Should I use the soul stone upon our friend Bruinhelde, though he has forbidden me to do so with any of his warriors?”

“I do not know enough of the situation or the history to make such a judgment,” Dellman deferred.

“Without the magic, he might well die,” Haney argued. “And if Bruinhelde’s to die, then all of our gains with Alpinador these last months might be for naught. Andacanavar takes little of the praise for the friendship, giving it to Bruinhelde.”

“True enough,” Abbot Agronguerre conceded.

“So you will go to him with the soul stone?” Brother Dellman asked.

Abbot Agronguerre paused for a long moment and stroked his hand against his chin. “No,” he decided. “No, whatever the cost, then so be it. I’ll not take the man’s soul for the sake of his body; and to use the hematite, in Bruinhelde’s thinking, I would be doing just that. Let us continue our conventional work upon him and let us pray.”

Brother Dellman stared long and hard at Abbot Agronguerre at that moment, and the old monk, obviously feeling that gaze upon him, turned a questioning stare the brother’s way.

“If we are to hold any friendship with Alpinador, then it must be a bond forged in truth and in respect,” Agronguerre explained. “It will bring me great sorrow if Bruinhelde, so wise for one of his heritage, passes from our world this night, but greater would my regret be if I dishonored the bond of friendship.”

In that moment, Brother Dellman knew. Beyond any doubt, he knew this man would become the next father abbot of the Abellican Church, a nomination Dellman would wholeheartedly embrace.

They waited a long time beside Bruinhelde’s bed, bandaging him. Brother Haney finally managed to cut through the shaft of the last arrow, its tip embedded deeply in the barbarian’s hip. They could not dare to try to extract it, not without gemstone magic assistance, but at least now the whole of it was contained within the man.

Another hour passed, and Bruinhelde seemed to be resting more comfortably. He even opened one eye, to find Agronguerre close to him.

“It hurts,” the abbot remarked, and Bruinhelde gave a slight nod.

“Good Bruinhelde, I offer this only in the truest sense of friendship,” Agronguerre said, and he held the soul stone up before the barbarian’s blue eyes.

And those eyes widened—in horror, it seemed to Dellman. Bruinhelde’s breath came in rasps and he shook his head violently, though every movement seemed to pain him greatly.

“Then we’ll not!” Abbot Agronguerre assured him, grabbing him to hold him steady. “Only on your word would we ever presume such a thing. Fear not!” He knew that Bruinhelde was only partially understanding him, but the man seemed to relax somewhat.

Soon, Bruinhelde was asleep.

At Agronguerre’s bidding, Brother Dellman went to the barbarian council tent to inform them of the progress. When he arrived, he found an embarrassed Midalis holding a flag, the pennant of Bretherford, Duke of the Mirianic, his brother’s naval commander.

“It was indeed the same ship we chased across the gulf,” Captain Al’u’met explained. “An Ursal ship, no doubt, likely fresh out of Palmaris.”

“How can this be, Brother Dellman?” Midalis asked, and the monk swallowed hard. On his way over, he had passed the lines of powrie bodies stretched on the beach, and he was fairly certain that he recognized at least one of the dwarves, an orange-bearded creature he had seen on a misty morning, taken prisoner in the last Palmaris battle, from the western fields.

“Duke Kalas,” he remarked, and all eyes turned his way. He started to tell the tale of the fight that long-ago morning, and of the Duke and his brilliant Allheart knights marching the powries in from the field.

“An escape from the Palmaris dungeons?” Prince Midalis asked incredulously.

That notion seemed like the only possible answer; and yet, it, too, seemed impossible. How could a small band of powries break out of the fortress known as Chasewind Manor and somehow commandeer a sailing ship out of Palmaris’ busy and well-guarded port?

Then it hit Dellman, like a slap in the face. Why hadn’t he and Al’u’met heard of any such escape, or theft of a ship, before they left, since the powries had obviously sailed out just ahead of them? And even beyond that, why hadn’t the powries been summarily executed after the battle on the western fields, as had been announced and would certainly have been proper?

And why, Dellman wondered—and he wondered, too, why he hadn’t thought of this those many weeks before—hadn’t any of the Allheart knights been even slightly injured in that fight? They were great warriors, to be sure, perhaps the best in Honce-the-Bear, but the powrie numbers had been much greater that day—so proclaimed the victorious Duke—and that battlefield hadn’t even been prepared properly.

“No escape,” Dellman blurted, shaking his head incredulously, for the alternative stuck in his throat. He started to go on, to admit his suspicions that these particular powries had been in league with Duke Kalas, but he looked at the Prince standing before him, and then at the barbarians hanging on his every word, and wisely changed his mind.

“No escape from the dungeons,” he said with clear conviction. “Likely these dwarves were being transported—back to Ursal, I would presume—for proper execution or interrogation, when they overwhelmed the crew of the ship and turned her back for the open waters.”

Andacanavar promptly translated, and the other Alpinadorans nodded their agreement. When the young brother looked back to his own countrymen, though—particularly at Midalis and Al’u’met, he saw the obvious doubts shadowing their expressions.

Al’u’met spoke those concerns clearly on the return journey to the Vanguardsmen encampment. “We would have heard of any transport of prisoners,” he reasoned. “Duke Kalas would have made a grand spectacle of it, an occasion for furthering his own glory.”

“You do not speak as one enamored of the Duke of Wester-Honce,” Prince Midalis said with a chuckle.

“I heard many recountings of his return to the city with his prisoners,” Al’u’met argued. “If these were indeed the same dwarves, and they were being taken out of Palmaris, then Duke Kalas would have done so with fanfare.”

“Fair enough,” the Prince replied. “Then they did escape from the dungeons of Palmaris.”

“Or they were released,” Brother Dellman remarked. “An agreement between the Duke and the powrie leader?”

“You have reason to believe this?” Midalis asked sharply.

“Duke Kalas has been a friend to King Danube, the Prince’s own brother, for all their lives,” Liam O’Blythe said to Dellman, a clear warning to the man to take care with his words.

“A prisoner exchange, perhaps,” Dellman remarked. “Whatever the case, I cannot dismiss my suspicions that if these powries sailed out of Palmaris, they did so under the guidance of the Duke or one of his high-ranking associates.”

Midalis mulled that blunt statement over for a moment, then nodded. “I know not if I agree with your assessment, Brother Dellman, but I am glad that you did not speak of such possibilities in the presence of our barbarian friends. Andacanavar, and particularly Bruinhelde, have a much simpler understanding of how to deal with these monsters. One does not parlay with powries or goblins or giants. One kills them and moves on to the next.”

“I am not sure that I disagree with that philosophy,” Dellman remarked.

“But we do know that the world is a much more complicated place than that,” Midalis went on. But though he spoke the words firmly, it seemed obvious to Dellman that he wasn’t thrilled at the possibility that one of his brother’s closest advisers and friends, the commander of the most elite force in the Honce-the-Bear military, was somehow in league with bloody caps. “If your suspicions have grounds, then I am certain that Duke Kalas had his reasons, and that those reasons were to the benefit of the kingdom,” Prince Midalis finished.

To the benefit of the kingdom over the benefit of the Church? Brother Dellman wondered, for he remembered well how much Duke Kalas had gained in popularity after that saving battle on Palmaris’ western fields and how well Kalas had then used his popularity against Abbot Braumin in their constant squabbles.

Midalis and his soldiers, Al’u’met and his crew, Agronguerre and the brothers of St. Belfour, and Andacanavar and the Alpinadorans kept a solemn vigil over Bruinhelde for the next few days.

And then, one quiet afternoon, the barbarian leader came out of the tent, limping badly but with the same determined expression that had earned him the position of respect among his clansmen.

Once again, Brother Dellman was reminded of how wisely Abbot Agronguerre had chosen, for Bruinhelde made a point of going to the old monk and warmly clasping his hand. Agronguerre had been spoken of as a potential healer for the wounded Church, and it seemed to Dellman as if they could not have found a better candidate.

The Alpinadorans hosted a great mead hall celebration that night—it never ceased to amaze the Vanguardsmen just how much of the drink these men could carry around with them!

All were in attendance, a night without tension, as Bruinhelde made a point of dismissing any thoughts of blame against Al’u’met or his men.

Brother Dellman, like everyone else in attendance, drank heartily, and it seemed to him as if his mug was more quickly filled—by both Brother Haney and Liam O’Blythe—than any of the others. He thought little of it, though, just enjoyed the drink; and by the time Liam and Haney came to him and took him by the arms, explaining that he looked as if he needed a walk in the nighttime air, the young brother was in no condition to argue.

They brought him out and walked him along the beach, down to the shore, and there they remained for a long time, as the moon Sheila made her slow pass overhead and the roars of laughter and cheers from the mead hall gradually diminished.

Leaning on the powrie boat, Dellman started to nod off, but then awakened, harshly, as Liam O’Blythe splashed a mug full of cold seawater in his face.

“What?” the monk sputtered.

“We know that ye came out to tell us o’ the College,” Brother Haney began, and only then did Dellman begin to understand how in league these two truly were. “And to take us there, so ye say.”

“But what else’re ye for, Brother Dellman?” Liam O’Blythe insisted.

Dellman, still groggy from the drink, looked at them both incredulously.

“Oh, tell us, ye fool, and be done with it,” Brother Haney prompted. “Ye came to spy on Abbot Agronguerre, didn’t ye?”

“Spy?”

“What’re ye about, Brother Dellman?” Haney went on. “Ye tell us or we’ll put ye in the water.”

Dellman straightened and blinked the grogginess out of his bloodshot eyes. “Indeed,” he said indignantly, eyeing the young Haney directly.

“Not to be hurtin’ ye, just to cool ye off a bit,” the other monk replied.

“Ye came to see what he was about,” Liam O’Blythe reasoned. “That’s me thinkin’, and me Prince’s, too. So what’re ye about, mysterious Brother Dellman? Why’d yer abbot send ye halfway around the kingdom?”

Dellman merely shrugged, and his lack of denial spoke volumes.

“And what will ye tell yer abbot?” Brother Haney demanded, coming forward, but he hesitated, for now Brother Dellman was grinning.

“I will tell Abbot Braumin that Abbot Agronguerre is as fine a man as his reputation makes him out to be,” Dellman explained. “I will tell Abbot Braumin that his nomination of Abbot Agronguerre for the position of father abbot would be a great service to the Abellican Church.” There, he had said it, and he almost wondered if the dumbstruck Brother Haney would simply fall over in the sand.

“Vanguard’s loss’ll be yer Church’s gain, then,” an equally stunned Liam O’Blythe remarked.

“Does he know?” Brother Haney asked.

“No, and you are not to tell him!” Dellman instructed. “I believe that Abbot Agronguerre should be informed of the entirety of the plan to nominate him by one more worthy and knowledgeable than either you or me. Abbot Braumin, or old Je’howith of St. Honce, perhaps.”

“Sure’n he’s got his suspicions, as we had ours,” Liam reasoned.

Dellman nodded. “And he will know the truth of it, soon enough,” he said. “Now promise me that you will say nothing to him.”

Both men nodded, Haney wearing a silly grin, and that led to a toast, and to another, and when they ran out of mead, Liam O’Blythe ran back to the tent to fetch more, that their private celebration could continue long into the night.


Chapter 19
 [image: ]

Practical Indifference

MASTER BOU-RAIY HAD OFFERED TO SEND SEVERAL YOUNGER BROTHERS WITH De’Unnero on his journey, but he had flatly refused, both because he didn’t need any of Bou-raiy’s lackeys reporting back on his every move, and because he desired speed.

And Master De’Unnero knew how to travel fast. He fell into the weretiger, became a great cat under the glow of Sheila, and covered the miles more quickly than he might have even if he had been riding a fine horse. All those traveling hours were a trial for the monk, though, as every scent of every type of prey, of conies and deer, of cattle and sheep—and mostly of humans—drifted his way. He knew that to give in, to feast even upon the flesh of a squirrel, would defeat him, would allow the great feline spirit that had found its way into his corporeal form to take over his sensibilities: he would hunt down and devour a squirrel, and before he awakened again would find himself covered in human blood. He knew it, and so he fought it. And De’Unnero, so strong of will, again conquered the spirit of the weretiger.

He used the form of the great cat for transportation only, and in that guise covered as much as seventy miles in a single night. His first destination, on order of the masters of St.-Mere-Abelle, was to be St. Gwendolyn by the Sea, an important abbey, the fifth largest of the Abellican Order and the one housing the only women in the Order, the Sisters of St. Gwendolyn, named for a relatively minor martyr of the third century. De’Unnero’s plan was to remain at St. Gwendolyn for as short a time as possible, then to catch a sailing boat out of the abbey’s docks along the Mantis Arm coast, sailing south for Entel and St. Bondabruce, the residence of powerful Abbot Olin. De’Unnero was confident that he could get more cooperation and alliance from the man than from anyone at St.-Mere-Abelle, and so he was anxious to get there before Olin sailed for the College of Abbots. He thought he could make it if he could find seaborne transport at St. Gwendolyn.

After a week of hard travel, when he at last came in sight of St. Gwendolyn by the Sea, a white-walled abbey of soaring minarets, Master De’Unnero abandoned his plan, and knew from the scene about the abbey that all future plans would also be altered.

Inevitably.

For there, spread about St. Gwendolyn’s grounds, De’Unnero saw the truth of Honce-the-Bear’s future, saw the sickly masses huddled under torn tents in dirty robes, all the area about them full of waste and refuse and dead bodies.

That first image of the tarnished fields about St. Gwendolyn burned into the heart and soul of Master Marcalo De’Unnero, assaulted him as the worst, the very worst, sight he had ever witnessed, a prophecy of abject doom and despair, the proof positive that God had altogether abandoned his land and his Order.

No, the master thought. No, God had not deserted his Church, but his Church had surely deserted the ways of God. This foolishness with Avelyn, the murderer, the thief; this insistence—even by those who did not believe in Avelyn or Jojonah, or in the humanistic, sympathetic, and pathetically weak message that was being attributed to them—that the former, and perhaps the latter, as well, would be canonized! This ascension by Braumin and his cohorts to positions of almost dictatorial powers in the Order—voices they earned only because they happened to be on the right side when the secular forces of the kingdom destroyed the figurehead of their opposition! This general belief that the Abellican Church had to become a great nursemaid to the populace!

Yes, that was it, De’Unnero understood. The new Church leaders wanted to become as nursemaids, and so God was now showing them the folly of their beliefs, the weakness of their softened hearts. De’Unnero knew the old songs and children’s rhymes. Like every brother indoctrinated into the Abellican Order, he had learned of the efforts of previous generations to try to heal those afflicted with the rosy plague, knew that only one in twenty could be healed, and that monks seeking such miracles would contract the disease and die, on the average of about one in seven attempts.

“Would Avelyn Desbris be among those running out with soul stone in hand?” De’Unnero asked himself, and he knew the answer well—knew that Avelyn, if he were alive and at St. Gwendolyn, would be out in that field even then, working tirelessly to try to save someone, anyone. Avelyn would be too ill to continue his efforts within a week or two, and he would be dead soon after. “Yes, Avelyn, and when you had died in such a manner, when they had thrown your body on the pyre so that your rotting flesh could not pass the disease to others, would they then call you a saint or a fool?”

In that moment, up on that bluff overlooking the field of wretches, Marcalo De’Unnero saw things very clearly, saw the foolishness that had invaded his beloved Order, the selfishness of Pride and Arrogance, among the most deadly of sins, that had come into the seemingly generous hearts of those brothers calling for humanistic reform.

That was not the Church that Markwart had envisioned or had striven toward as father abbot. And though, in truth, Marcalo De’Unnero had been no enthusiastic supporter of many of Dalebert Markwart’s visions, thinking them limited in scope, he recognized that the man had at least attempted to keep the Church on its rightful and righteous course, a path toward leadership, not friendship, toward instruction and not hand-holding.

They were the brothers of Saint Abelle, the mouthpieces of God, those whose concerns had to be the souls and not the bodies, whose compassion had to focus on the afterlife, not the present life. People suffered and people died every day, and in every conceivable horrible way. But that was not important, in De’Unnero’s vision. Preparation for inevitable death was a process of cleansing the soul while the body rotted away; and this new vision of the Church, these hints that the errors of Avelyn would be ignored, that the man might be made a saint, this notion that the sacred gemstones were not exclusively the province of the Abellican brothers, that they were meant to alleviate the suffering—the physical and not the spiritual suffering!—all of it, screamed at Marcalo De’Unnero that his beloved Church had not only turned down the wrong fork in the road but also had turned completely around and was walking the path toward the demon dactyl and not toward God.

Marcalo De’Unnero knew at that moment of epiphany what he had to do, or at least, what he had to fight for. But how might he begin to bring it about?

He looked more carefully at the scene spread before him, at the scores, no hundreds, of huddled wretches, and at the long bed of various flowers—a tussie-mussie bed, it was called—that had been planted in front of the gates of St. Gwendolyn. The scholar brothers and the secular healers of the day, and of generations past, had come to the conclusion that the plague was spread mostly by the rotting smell of its victims; and the scents that could most effectively block that deadly odor were certain combinations of the various aromatic flowers.

De’Unnero glanced behind him, to the road that led to the main square of Gwendolyn village, which he saw nestled in a dell north of the abbey. He could picture the scene along Gwendolyn village’s avenues, people walking with nosegays, smaller versions of the same floral combinations. People walking about with that telltale look of despair, of utter terror.

He kept his human form now, but De’Unnero ran full out down that road and into Gwendolyn. He purchased a nosegay from a market, flourishing despite—or actually, because of—the pall that lay over the town. Then he ran back to the bluff overlooking the field. For the first time since he had left St.-Mere-Abelle, De’Unnero wished that he had taken some gemstones, something to help get him by that desperate crowd, or to clear the way before him. Lacking that, the master fell into the tiger yet again, grimacing with the pain as his lower half transformed into the shape of the great cat, with muscled, powerful legs that could propel him away from any danger in an instant.

He checked the folds of his robes to ensure that the transformed limbs could not be seen, then went with all speed down onto the field, trying to circumvent the rabble. They came at him, the pitiful things, shuffling and wailing; but De’Unnero outran most, and when some circled to block his path to the monastery, the monk leaped on tiger legs, clearing them easily, landing lightly and running on, toward the tussie-mussie bed.

“Hold fast!” came the cry from the wall, and De’Unnero paused long enough to see several crossbowmen leveling their weapons his way. “None to cross the posies!”

“I am Master De’Unnero of St.-Mere-Abelle, you fool!” the monk roared back, and he charged on, right through the flower bed.

He heard the archers cry out again, to a couple of peasants chasing him, and then, to his satisfaction, he heard the click of their crossbows and the agonized cries behind him. At last, he thought, brothers with the courage to do the right thing.

The main gate of St. Gwendolyn swung wide and the portcullis beyond it cranked up, up, and De’Unnero skittered through, his smile wide, prepared to congratulate the brothers of St. Gwendolyn for their vigilance and willingness to do that which was right.

But he paused, stunned, for the scene inside the abbey courtyard nearly mimicked that without! Several brothers and sisters were stretched out on the ground under makeshift tents, moaning, while others peeked out at De’Unnero from various doors and windows or looked down upon him from the parapets. The portcullis behind the master slammed down.

“Where is Abbess Delenia?” De’Unnero barked at the nearest apparently healthy brother, a crossbowman on the parapet beside the gate tower.

The young monk shook his head, his expression grim. “We are without our abbess, all of our masters, and all but one sovereign sister,” he explained. “Fie the rosy plague!”

De’Unnero winced at the grim news, for St. Gwendolyn had not been thin of high-ranking monks, as were some of the other abbeys. At the last College of Abbots, Delenia had brought no fewer than five masters and three sovereign sisters with her, and she had told De’Unnero personally that she had three more sisters nearing promotion to that rank, the equivalent of master.

“We unafflicted number fewer than fifty,” the monk continued. “The plague caught us before we understood its nature.”

“And how many have gone out to try and cure those diseased upon your field?” De’Unnero demanded. Though he was wounded by the near-complete downfall of St. Gwendolyn by the Sea, he transferred that pain into anger and neither sympathy nor sadness.

The monk shrugged and started to look away.

“How many, brother?” De’Unnero demanded, and a twitch of his legs lifted him up the twelve feet to the parapet, to stand before the stunned man. “That is how it entered your abbey, is it not?”

“Abbess Delenia …” the man stammered, and De’Unnero knew that his presumption had hit the mark perfectly. Never had Abbess Delenia failed in matters of sympathy, a weakness that De’Unnero considered general in her gender. She could debate and argue with the best minds in the Abellican Order, and she had been a friend to Abbot Olin; but De’Unnero had always considered Delenia sympathetic to Avelyn and even more so to Jojonah, for she had shown no stomach for watching the heretical master burn at the stake in the village of St.-Mere-Abelle.

“Convene all the healthy brothers and sisters in the abbess’s audience chambers,” the master instructed the scared young monk. “We have much to discuss.”

Merry Cowsenfed walked past her stunned, sobbing companions to the body lying in the tussie-mussie bed, a man who had come to the field outside of St. Gwendolyn only three days before. He had lost his wife and two of his three children to the plague; and now his third, a young daughter, had begun to show the telltale rosy spots. Thus the desperate man had ridden hard, and then when his horse had faltered, had run hard, carrying the child nearly a hundred miles to get to St. Gwendolyn.

He wasn’t even afflicted with the plague.

How ironic, it seemed to Merry, to see the healthiest one of the bunch of them lying dead on the flowers. She bent down and turned the man over, then spun away, dodging the flying blood, for the crossbow quarrel had broken through his front teeth, tearing a garish wound through the bottom of his mouth and into his throat.

Then Merry heard the cries, the pitiful screams of a child barely strong enough to hold herself upright. She came at the body then, barely five years old, half walking, half crawling, begging for her da. Merry intercepted the child, scooped her in her arms, and carried her away, motioning, as they went, for some others to go and collect the body.

“There ye go, child,” Merry cooed softly into the frantic girl’s ear. “There ye go. Merry’s got ye now and all’ll be put aright.”

But Merry knew the lie, as well as anyone alive. Nothing would be put aright; nothing could be put aright. Even if the remaining monks—that new one who ran through the field, perhaps—came running out and offered a cure for them all, nothing would be put aright.

How well Merry Cowsenfed knew the awful truth! She looked down at her bare arm, at the scars left over from her fight with the rosy plague. She had been the one in twenty who had been saved by the monks and their work with the soul stone. Abbess Delenia herself had tended to Merry.

“One in twenty,” the woman said, shaking her head. The monks had come out to tend dozens, dozens, yet only Merry had survived thus far. And so many of those brave and generous monks were now dead, the woman mused. Delenia and the sovereign sisters who had used their magic to help those from Falidean town. All dead, every one.

Delenia had pronounced Merry cured, and there had been great cries of rejoicing from the abbey walls, and Merry had been invited to go inside and pray. But the battered and weary woman understood the ridiculousness of the abbess’ claims that she was healed, knew that nothing could be farther from the truth. Her body had survived the plague, perhaps, but her heart had not. She refused the invitation, preferring to stay out on the field with the rest of the group that had come in from Falidean town.

They were all dead now, Dinny and Thedo and all the rest, dead like her Brennilee, and not even in the ground with a proper coffin. No, just burned on the pyre—the first ones who had died, at least, for the pitiful folk had later run out of wood. The more recent deceased had merely been rolled into a hole in their dirty clothes, food for the worms.

Merry looked about the field now, at the empty eyes, the pleading expressions, at all of those who wanted so desperately that which Merry had found. They wanted the monks to come out and tend them, to take the disease away, because they thought that then everything would be put aright.

It would not, Merry knew, not for her and not for them. The rosy plague had come and destroyed her world, had destroyed their world, and nothing would ever be the same.

An older woman, bent and nearly choking on her own phlegm, came up and offered to take the child from Merry, but Merry refused, explaining that she’d tend this one.

The child died that same night, and Merry gently put her on the cart that came by to collect the bodies.

“She was the one ye should’ve tried to save, ye fools!” a frustrated and furious Merry yelled at the abbey walls a short while after that. She stood behind the tussie-mussie bed, shaking her fist at the silhouettes of the monks up on the parapets. “Ye fix the children, and they’ll heal, body and soul. Ye don’t be wastin’ yer time with the likes o’ me, ye fools! Don’t ye know that I’ve got hurts yer stones canno’ find? Oh, but where are ye, then? Ye’ve not been out o’ yer walls in days, in weeks! Are ye just to sit in there and let us all die, then? Are ye just to stand on yer walls and shoot us dead if we come too close? And ye’re calling yerself the folk o’ God—bah, but ye’re just a pack of scared dogs, ye are!”

“Who is the hag?” De’Unnero asked one of the other brothers, the trio standing atop the abbey gate tower, looking out over the field.

“Merry Cowsenfed of Falidean town,” the young monk answered, “the only one saved by Abbess Delenia and the others.”

“And no doubt at the cost of Delenia’s own life,” De’Unnero quipped. “Fool.”

Raised voices from the courtyard behind and below turned the pair about.

“The sick brothers are not so pleased,” the young monk remarked.

“They are without options,” De’Unnero replied, for at the meeting of those still healthy within St. Gwendolyn, the master from St.-Mere-Abelle had forced some difficult but necessary decisions. All of the sick monks were to leave the abbey ground, to go out on the field beyond the tussie-mussie bed with the other diseased folk. De’Unnero had offered to bring the tidings to the sick monks personally, but several of the remaining sisters had asked to do it. Now they were down in the courtyard, carrying their warding posies before them, telling their sick brethren that they must be gone.

The argument continued to swell, with more and more of the diseased monks crowding by the sisters, shaking their fists, their voices rising.

“Surely you see the reason for this,” De’Unnero called down to them, turning all eyes his way.

“This has been our home for years,” one brother called back at him.

“And the others of St. Gwendolyn have been your family,” De’Unnero reasoned. “Why would you so endanger your brethren? Have you lost all courage, brother? Have you forgotten the generous spirit that is supposed to guide an Abellican monk?”

“The generous spirit that throws sick folk out into the night?” the monk answered hotly.

“It is not a duty that we enjoy,” De’Unnero replied, his voice calm, “nor one that we demand lightly. The salvation of the abbey is more important than your own life, and to that end, you will leave, and now. Those who can walk will carry those who cannot.”

“Out there, without hope?” the brother asked.

“Out there, with others similarly afflicted,” De’Unnero corrected.

There was some jostling in the crowd, a few shouts of protest; and the sisters who had delivered the tidings fell back, fearing a riot.

“I will offer you this one thing,” De’Unnero called down, and he pulled a gemstone from the small pouch in his robe, a gray stone he had just taken from St. Gwendolyn’s minor stores.

“Take this soul stone out with you and tend one another,” De’Unnero went on. He tossed it down to the closest ailing monk. “You will show it to me each night, and inform me of its every possessor, for I will have it back.”

“When we are all dead,” the young brother reasoned.

“Who can speak God’s will?” De’Unnero replied with a shrug, but it was obvious to him, and to all the others, that this group was surely doomed. They might find some comfort with the soul stone, but never would any of them find the strength to drive back the rosy plague. “Take it and go,” De’Unnero finished, and his voice dropped low. “I offer you no other choice.”

“And if we refuse?”

It was not an unexpected question, but the master’s response certainly caught more than a few of the onlookers by surprise. He reached over to one of the nearby young brothers and pulled the crossbow from the man, then leveled it at the impertinent diseased monk. “Begone,” he said calmly, too calmly, “for the good of your abbey and your still-healthy brethren. Begone.”

The monk puffed out his chest and assumed a defiant pose, but others near him—correctly reading the grim expression on Master De’Unnero’s face, understanding beyond any doubt that the fierce master from St.-Mere-Abelle would indeed shoot him dead—pulled the man back.

Slowly, without enthusiasm and without hope, the ailing brothers and sisters of St. Gwendolyn collected those who could no longer stand, gathered all the warm blankets and clothing that they could carry, and began their solemn procession out the front gates of the abbey.

“The walk of the dead,” the young monk standing on the parapet beside De’Unnero remarked.

All the monks expelled from St. Gwendolyn were dead within the week, their demise hastened, De’Unnero regularly pointed out, by their feeble attempts to alleviate the suffering of one another. “It is akin to diving into the mud to help clean a fallen brother,” De’Unnero explained to all of the healthy brethren at one of their many meetings. “Better would they be if they found healthy hosts that they might use the soul stone to leech the strength.”

“But how many peasants might then become ill?” one of the sisters asked.

“If a hundred peasants gave their lives to save a single brother, then the reward would be worth the cost,” De’Unnero insisted.

“And how many brethren sacrifices would suffice to save one peasant?” the same sister asked.

“None,” came the harsh answer. “If one Abellican monk saved a dozen peasants but forfeited his own life in the process, then the cost would be too high. Do you place no value on your training? On your years of dedication to the highest principles? We are warriors, do you hear? Warriors of God, the holders of the truth, the keepers of the sacred stones.”

“Beware the sin of pride, brother,” the sister remarked, but before she had even finished the sentence, the fierce master was there, scowling at her.

“Do you believe that you can save them all, sister?” he asked. “Do you so fear death that you must try?”

That set her back a bit, as she tried to sort through the seeming illogic.

“We will all die,” De’Unnero explained, spinning away from her to address the entire gathering, the remaining monks of St. Gwendolyn. “You,” he said to one young monk, “and I, and he and he and she and she. We will all die, and they will all die. But we bear the burden of carrying the word of God. We must not be silenced! And now, when the world has gone astray, when our Church has wandered from the holy path, we—you brethren and I—who have witnessed the folly, must speak all the louder!”

He stormed out of the room, full of fire, full of ire, stalking through the courtyard and calling for the portcullis to be lifted and the gate to be thrown wide.

Outside, he found Merry Cowsenfed wandering about the flower bed, like some sentinel awaiting the arrival of death.

“With all them other monks dead, have ye and yer fellows decided to come out and help us again?” she asked hopefully when she spotted De’Unnero. “Ye got to help Prissy first, poor little one—”

“I came for the soul stone and nothing more,” De’Unnero replied sharply.

Merry looked at him as if she had been slapped. “Ye can’t be forgettin’ us,” she said, her voice barely a whisper. “The abbess and her friends—”

“Are all dead,” De’Unnero reminded her. “Dead because they refused to accept the truth.”

“The truth, ye’re sayin’?” Merry questioned. “Is it yer own truth, then, that I should be dead and buried? The plague had me thick,” she said, raising one bare arm to show the master her ring-shaped scars.

“The soul stone,” De’Unnero insisted, holding out his hand.

“Ye got more o’ them things inside, more than ye could need,” Merry argued. “We’re wantin’ only the one.”

“You could not begin to use it.”

“We’ll find one that can, then,” said Merry. “If yerself and yer fellow monks aren’t to help us, then ye got to at least let us keep the stone. Ye got to at least let us try.”

De’Unnero narrowed his gaze. “Try, then,” he said, and he looked to another nearby fellow, one obviously quite sick with the plague. “Go and fetch … what was the name?”

“Prissy,” Merry answered. “Prissy Collier.”

“Be quick!” De’Unnero snapped, and the man ran off.

He returned a few moments later, bearing a small girl, two or three years old. Gently he laid her on the ground near Merry, and then, on De’Unnero’s wave, he backed off.

“She’s near to passin’,” Merry remarked.

“Then save her,” De’Unnero said to her. “You have the soul stone, so invoke the name and power of God and rid her of the plague.”

Merry looked at him incredulously.

“Now!” the monk roared at her.

Merry looked all around, very conscious of the growing audience, the many sick folk looking on from a distance and the many monks now lining the abbey’s parapet and front gate tower.

“Now,” De’Unnero said again. “You desire a miracle, so pray for one.”

“I’m just a washerwoman, a poor—”

“Then give me the stone,” De’Unnero said, holding forth his hand once more.

Merry reached into her pocket and did indeed bring forth the stone, but she didn’t give it to De’Unnero. She clutched it close to her bosom and fell to her knees beside poor, sick Prissy. And then she began to pray, with all her heart and soul. She invoked every prayer she had learned as a child, and made up many more, words torn from her heart. She kissed the soul stone repeatedly, then pressed it to Prissy’s forehead and begged for God to let her and the girl join, as she had done with Abbess Delenia.

Merry prayed all through the rest of the day and long into the night. Tirelessly she knelt and she prayed, and tirelessly did De’Unnero stand over her, watching her, judging her.

The dawn broke and Merry, her voice all but gone now, begging more than praying, still cried out for a miracle that seemed as if it would not come.

Prissy Collier died that morning, with Merry sobbing over her. After a long while, De’Unnero calmly reached down and helped the woman up.

“The soul stone,” he said, holding forth his hand.

Merry Cowsenfed seemed a broken woman, her face puffy and blotchy, streaked with tears. Her whole body trembled; her knees seemed as if they would buckle at any moment.

But then she straightened and squared her sagging shoulders. “No, ye canno’ take it from us,” she said.

De’Unnero tilted his head in disbelief and a wry smile came over him.

“It did no’ work with Prissy, but it will,” Merry insisted. “It has to work, for it’s all we got.”

As she finished, she felt the sudden, burning explosion as De’Unnero’s tiger paw swiped across her face, tearing the flesh. She felt the sharp tug on her arm next, saw her hand fly out and fly open.

Then she was falling, falling, and so slowly, it seemed!

The last thing Merry Cowsenfed saw on the field outside St. Gwendolyn was Marcalo De’Unnero’s back as the monk callously walked away.


Chapter 20
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The Bringer of Dreams

DOWN SOUTH, IT WAS STILL AUTUMN, BUT UP HERE, IN ALPINADOR AND ON THE slopes of a steep mountain, winter had set in. The stinging winds and snow hardly seemed to bother Andacanavar as he led Bruinhelde and Midalis. The ranger walked lightly, despite his years, despite the storm, as if he were more spirit than corporeal, as if he had somehow found a complete unity and harmony with nature—something made even more painfully obvious to poor Prince Midalis, trudging on, plowing through the snow up to his knees.

Bruinhelde’s steps were even more strained, for the barbarian leader had not fully healed, and never would, the embedded arrowhead grinding painfully against his hipbone. Still, he had no trouble pacing Midalis, who was not used to such climbs nor such heights, for they were nearly two miles higher than Pireth Vanguard now, approaching the cave of the snow-crawler, the spirit shaggoth.

Finally, Andacanavar stopped and shielded his eyes with his hand, pointing to a windblown, rocky spur up ahead. “The opening,” he announced.

Midalis came up beside the ranger, staring hard, but he could not make out any opening in the snow and rocks.

“It is there,” Andacanavar assured him, seeing his doubtful expression.

“The home of the spirit shaggoth?”

The ranger nodded.

“How do you know?” the Prince asked.

“Andacanavar has walked this range for many years,” Bruinhelde put in, catching up to them.

“But how do you know that the beast is still alive?” Prince Midalis asked. “How many years have passed since you have seen the creature?”

“As long as men are alive, the spirit shaggoth is alive,” the ranger answered confidently. “With haste, now,” he said, starting away, “before the night catches us on the open face.”

There was indeed a cave entrance up ahead, though Midalis was practically on top of it before he even discerned it. Andacanavar led the way in, and they had to crawl beneath the low-hanging rock ceiling for some distance, along a dark, winding corridor—something that didn’t bring much comfort to the Prince, with a legendary monster supposedly residing just within!

They came into a chamber, dimly lit by daylight creeping in through a small opening where the overhanging rock of the western wall overlapped a bit but did not join with the western edge of the floor. It was a small room, barely large enough for the three to get apart without bumping elbows, with only two exits: the one they had crawled through and another tight tunnel across the way, this one ascending at a steep angle.

Andacanavar methodically went about his preparations, building a small fire near that tunnel. He produced a hunk of venison, a thick and juicy steak, and set it on a spit above the fire, then sat back, fanning the smoke, letting the aroma of cooking meat drift up the natural chimney.

“Whetting his appetite,” the ranger explained with a wink.

From his large pack, the ranger then brought forth the items the pair would need: two pairs of iron spurs, which angled downward rather than backward; a palm-sized ornate item of flint and steel; a metal pole tipped on both sides by lengths of chain; a pair of javelins, specially crafted to hook to the free end of each chain; and finally, reverently, a disc-shaped object wrapped in deerskin. The ranger put this on the ground before the three of them and spoke several prayers in his own tongue as he gently unfolded each layer of leather.

Prince Midalis stared at the revealed item curiously, at the beauty of the thing in light of the knowledge that it had been crafted by the fierce Alpinadorans. It was a burnished wooden hoop, holding within it what seemed like a spiderweb set with dozens and dozens of crystals, or diamonds, perhaps. In the very center, and suspended back from the web, was a single candle.

“What is it?” he dared to ask.

“Your only hope of getting out of there alive,” the ranger answered with a wry grin. He lifted the hoop and the flint and steel, and with a flick of his fingers, created a spark that ignited the candle. Then he turned to face the other two, with the candle flame pointing toward him.

Slowly, Andacanavar moved the hoop, left and right. The crystals caught the candle’s flame and reflected it and brightened it and bent it into different colors so that Bruinhelde and Midalis felt as if they were sitting in the middle of a brilliant rainbow.

“Behold Towalloko,” the ranger said, and quietly, so that his voice did not break the mounting trance, “the bringer of dreams.”

“Towalloko,” Midalis repeated softly, and he was falling, falling, deeper and deeper into the web of colors and images, his mind soaring from the cave on the side of the mountain to a different place, a quieter and more peaceful place.

With a puff, Andacanavar blew out the candle, and Midalis’ eyes popped wide as if he had just awakened from a restful sleep. He stared at Towalloko, trying to piece it all together. There was magic here, he knew, gemstone magic; and Andacanavar had spoken of the hoop as if it were one of the many Alpinadoran gods. And yet the Alpinadorans rejected the sacred stones outright and completely. Midalis furrowed his brow at the apparent contradiction. He stared hard at Andacanavar, seeking some explanation, but the ranger only smiled knowingly, and went back to sorting the many items.

Then the ranger explained, in precise detail, the procedure for this task that lay before the two leaders. The ritual of blood-brothering had ancient traditions in Alpinador, ever since the tribal ancestors, who worshiped the spirit shaggoth as the mountain god of snow, had captured the beast in this cave. Once, the feat of riding the creature had been a passage of manhood for every tribal youngster, but as the years had passed with many, many of the adolescent boys losing their lives or limbs in the attempt, the ritual had been moved to a more remote and even more special place in Alpinadoran culture, the blood-brothering.

This blood-brothering between Midalis and Bruinhelde, Andacanavar explained, would be the first in over a decade.

“And how did the last one end?” a clearly worried Midalis asked.

Andacanavar only smiled.

“You are not to harm the shaggoth,” the ranger explained a moment later, “in no way, not even at the cost of your own life.”

Bruinhelde nodded, his jaw set, but Midalis gave a doubtful smirk.

“Not that you could bring harm to the great beast anyway,” Andacanavar said, his tone somber, “not even if you brought fine weapons in there with you. This is a test of your courage, not your warrior skills, and a test of your trust in each other. If either of you fails, then you both will surely die, and horribly.”

Midalis wanted to remark that he doubted Andacanavar would risk such a loss, but he held the thought and considered, then, that the ranger would not do this thing, would not bring them here and risk so very much, if he didn’t trust both Midalis and Bruinhelde. The Prince turned to regard this giant man who would become his blood-brother. In truth, he didn’t care much for stubborn Bruinhelde, found him driven by honor to the point of callousness, but he did trust the man would keep his word. And in battle, in any test where he had to depend upon the honor of an ally, Midalis couldn’t think of another man, except perhaps Liam, with whom he would rather be allied.

“Are you prepared to begin?” the ranger asked solemnly; and both men, after a glance at each other, nodded.

Andacanavar took a small pot out of his seemingly bottomless backpack, and then produced packets of various herbs from his many belt pouches. He poured them all together in the pot, added a little snow, and set it over the fire. Soon a sweet aroma filled the small chamber, permeating Midalis’ consciousness with rainbow dreams and blurring images.

He felt light, as if he could glide on mountain winds. He felt sleepy, and then strangely energetic. He watched Andacanavar’s movements as if in a dream, as the ranger took the venison off of the spit, then unhooked one chain from the metal center bar and skewered the venison upon it. He reattached the chain and handed it to Bruinhelde. Then the ranger, with a final salute to both men, crawled back into the tunnel that had brought them to this chamber and began to sing softly outside.

Bruinhelde gathered a pair of spurs and began tying them on his heavy boots, and Midalis did likewise; then, without even a glance at the Prince, Bruinhelde collected the rest of the items and began crawling up the steep tunnel. Midalis, feeling as if he was simply floating up the shaft, followed closely.

The Prince couldn’t see much through the smoke, but he sensed that Bruinhelde had exited the chimney, and then heard the barbarian’s sharp intake of breath, as if in fear.

Fighting his own fears, reminding himself that Bruinhelde was depending on him, Midalis clawed up the last ten feet of tunnel, pulling himself onto the floor of a higher chamber, beside the barbarian. Midalis followed the man’s gaze across this larger chamber to a light-colored mound on the floor. Midalis at first thought it was a pile of snow.

But then it moved, uncoiled, coming toward them slowly, sniffing. As his eyes adjusted to the light, Midalis could make out more and more of the creature—this shaggoth spirit—and it took every ounce of will he could muster not to simply dive back down the tunnel!

It resembled a great centipede, perhaps ten times the length of a man and thrice as thick, its wormlike torso gleaming white, with one line of glowing bright orange along its back. Even from this distance, Midalis could feel the heat of that stripe and realized that the spirit shaggoth used that hot strip to help it burrow under the snow.

It kept its monstrous head off the ground as it clattered toward them, its single, bulbous, black insectlike eye glittering eagerly from the middle of its flat face, and its many legs skittering. Midalis shivered at the sight of the creature’s ample teeth: great elongated fangs and tusks, too large to be contained even by its considerable mouth.

“We go now,” Bruinhelde whispered, and he thrust one of the chains into Midalis’ hand. The Prince looked at it curiously for just a moment; but Bruinhelde was already moving, so he, too, leaped up, working rapidly to take up the slack.

The spirit shaggoth sprouted small white wings from the sides of its upper torso, beating them furiously to lift its head farther off the ground, raising its front quarter up, like one of the great hooded snakes of Behren.

And that eye! That glittering eye! Looking right through him, Midalis believed. He nearly lost all hope then, nearly threw himself on the ground before the mighty creature that it could kill him swiftly.

But Bruinhelde kept moving, and the barbarian’s calm allowed Midalis to keep his wits about him. A moment later the pair, swinging their chains in unison, sent the skewered venison steak flying out before them, to land on the ground near the spirit shaggoth.

The creature eyed the meat curiously. Midalis heard it sniffing again and recognized the spirit shaggoth’s nose was a mere hole in its face right below the bulbous eye.

“What if it does not strike the meat?” Midalis asked quietly, working, fastening his javelin to the free end of his chain, as was Bruinhelde.

The spirit shaggoth began to sway, back and forth. Hypnotizing movements, back and forth, back and forth. Andacanavar had warned them about this, had told them that to stare into that eye was to forget all plans, was to freeze in the face of the spirit shaggoth and be devoured.

Midalis glanced at Bruinhelde and saw the barbarian was standing perfectly still, staring at the creature. The Prince lashed out, punching the barbarian’s shoulder. Then he and Bruinhelde both jumped in terror as the spirit shaggoth struck, taut muscles propelling the head forward with blinding speed at the venison and the bar, snapping it up.

“Now!” Bruinhelde yelled. Both he and Midalis launched their javelins past the spirit shaggoth’s head, which was up high again, to the floor behind. Bruinhelde immediately brought forth Towalloko, snapping flint against steel to light the wick. Then he ran before the great beast, holding out the bringer of dreams, turning the ring slowly, slowly.

Prince Midalis knew what he was supposed to do—run past the distracted monster, scoop up one chain as a rein, and mount it, straddling the orange line of fire to catch the other chain. He knew that the sooner he went, the better their chances of success, and silently screamed at himself to move. But he couldn’t bring his legs to action.

“Go!” Bruinhelde called to him.

Midalis tried to move. He thought of the disaster this day would bring if he did not go—if, because of his cowardice, Bruinhelde was killed, or they both were forced out in disgrace. What loss to Honce-the-Bear, to Vanguard, which had been saved by the Alpinadorans.

Yes, that was it, the image of St. Belfour besieged, of the goblins closing in on Midalis’ small force. Surely those creatures would have destroyed the Vanguardsmen had not Bruinhelde and his clansmen come to their aid.

Now Midalis was running low in a crouch, his spurs crunching into the ice-covered floor or sparking whenever they struck bare stone. He tried to keep his movements fluid, to make no abrupt move that would break the swaying spirit shaggoth from its Towalloko-induced trance.

He came around the side of its swaying neck and saw the first chain on the floor. Then it seemed to him as if everything was happening in a dreamlike fog, his own motions slow, so slow! He gathered up the chain and leaped for the spirit shaggoth’s back, planting one foot on the bony ridge separating the outer segments from that glowing orange stripe. Midalis didn’t even consider the plain good luck that kept his foot securely in place, for to slip here and fall upon that superheated back would have melted the skin from his bones! Nor did he even consider his next motion, but quickly swung his free leg over that glowing stripe and planted his foot on the opposite bony ridge, then reached down low and scooped up the other chain.

Then he saw the many bones littering the chamber—whitened skulls and charred leg bones—and the Prince nearly froze in horror.

But he growled away his fear. In a moment, he was standing straight, holding the chains, frantically taking up the slack.

The spirit shaggoth turned suddenly to the left and reared even higher; and Midalis, thrown off balance, fell forward and just managed to throw his arm out and stop himself, his chest and face barely an inch from the glowing stripe.

He realized that Bruinhelde was moving, heading for a side exit, holding forth Towalloko, luring the creature out.

They went down a corridor and came out on a long, snow-covered ledge, with a thousand-foot drop to Midalis’ left and a towering cliff face to his right. Now Bruinhelde scrambled out of the way, and Midalis was on his own.

Immediately, the spirit shaggoth began to tug and buck, but Midalis held the reins, keeping the creature’s head high.

The Prince heard the wind in his ears as the creature ran down the length of the ridge, scattering the snow from the rock, its hundred feet clacking on the stone. At the far end, the Prince tugged hard on the right rein, bringing the creature around in a dizzying turn, and before he had even oriented himself, he discovered that they were almost back to Bruinhelde.

Now the barbarian put up Towalloko again, entrancing the creature. Prince Midalis found getting off the beast was even more trying than getting on, out here in the wind, where one slip could burn his leg or send him flying to his death.

He managed it somehow and went to Bruinhelde, taking Towalloko, keeping the mesmerizing rainbow working.

He retreated into the creature’s chamber as Bruinhelde rode the beast the length of the precipice and back again, and was ready to catch the creature’s attention and hold it as the barbarian dismounted and joined him.

Out of breath, hardly believing what they had just done, the pair slowly backed toward the chimney.

Without warning, the candle went out; the mesmerizing rainbow hues were no more.

Midalis knew beyond doubt that the creature would strike at Bruinhelde. He knew, too, that he could escape in a wild slide down the steep tunnel. But how could he do that to this man, his new brother?

He leaped in front of Bruinhelde—or tried to, for the barbarian, harboring the same thoughts, tried to leap in front of him at the same moment. They crashed together, Midalis’ forehead smacking Bruinhelde’s shoulder, their knees crashing together, and then they stumbled, certain that they were doomed.

The spirit shaggoth inexplicably missed the strike, as if their sudden movements and collision had confused it.

The pair scrambled all over each other, pushing each other toward the downward-slanting tunnel, then falling into it together, bouncing and tumbling, and finally crawling out the lower opening, to find Andacanavar waiting for them.

“A fun ride, then.” The ranger laughed at the disheveled pair, for Midalis’ forehead was bleeding and Bruinhelde was holding one knee. “We could go up and ride it again.”

“With all our blessings,” Midalis said, holding out Towalloko. “You go.”

But Andacanavar only laughed again and led them out of the cave.

Midalis hardly noticed the first part of their descent, for he was lost in a haze of smoky dreams. Then, as his thoughts cleared, he found himself with a most profound headache, could feel his pulse throbbing in his temples. At first, he thought it the result of the collision with Bruinhelde, but when he looked at him, he found that the barbarian was similarly rubbing his head.

The herbal smoke, Midalis reasoned; and a strange notion occurred to him then. How much of this experience had been real and how much had been hallucination? Was there even really a creature within that cavern? And if so, was it as they had seen it, so terrifying, so mighty? Yes, that was it, Midalis thought. This whole experience had been naught but an elaborate deceit!

“What are you thinking?” Andacanavar asked, seeing Midalis’ perplexed expression; but then the ranger exploded in laughter, and so did Bruinhelde.

Midalis stared at them both curiously.

Andacanavar, laughing still, produced a small sheet of polished metal and held it out to the man. “Your face,” he explained.

Midalis took the mirror and held it up before him, then gasped and had to reconsider his assumption.

For the Prince’s face was bright red, burned by his close encounter with the spirit shaggoth’s back.

“You have some ugly monsters in Alpinador,” Midalis remarked.

“We say the same of your women,” Bruinhelde replied; and they laughed again, all three.

“You are brethren now,” Andacanavar remarked in all seriousness.

Midalis and Bruinhelde nodded—each had willingly risked his own safety to save the other. Even in that moment of victory, the Prince wondered how his natural brother would feel about the newest addition to the family.

“I’m only eight years in the Church,” Brother Haney said to Liam O’Blythe and Brother Dellman as they walked along the docks of Pireth Vanguard, toward the waiting Saudi Jacintha. “There be two brothers older than meself in all of Vanguard, not counting Abbot Agronguerre.”

His doubts touched Dellman, for he had heard the rumors that had named Haney as Agronguerre’s choice for abbot, if he was indeed elected father abbot. Haney wasn’t of the correct age, of course, wasn’t even a master, but such premature appointments were not unusual at all in Vanguard, where brothers were few. On occasion, St.-Mere-Abelle had been forced to send a master north to replace a fallen abbot. Given the turmoil in the southland these days, and the absence of masters and other high-ranking brethren, Dellman thought that unlikely. And if Abbot Agronguerre did indeed become father abbot, then his faith in Haney would likely secure the man’s ascent as abbot at St. Belfour.

“Will ye come back to us?” Liam O’Blythe asked Dellman.

“My course is not my own to decide,” the brother answered, then quickly added, “but if given the chance to name my road, it will indeed include Vanguard. Perhaps I will take my first appointment as master in service to Abbot Haney of St. Belfour.” It was just the right thing to say, a remark that widened a smile on Brother Haney’s face, and just the right time to say it, for they had come to the gangplank leading aboard the Saudi Jacintha, with Captain Al’u’met looking across at them approvingly. The three, their friendship forged that night on the beach, and grown since, joined hands then.

“Would that we had a jigger o’ single malt to toast,” Liam said with a wink.

Dellman looked at him curiously. “I have but one fear of returning to Vanguard,” he said seriously, drawing concerned looks from his companions.

“I fear that I will begin to speak like you!” Dellman explained, and all three broke down in laughter and fell into a great hug.

“Ye do return to us, Brother Dellman,” Brother Haney remarked as the man started up the gangplank. Dellman glanced back over his shoulder and nodded sincerely, for he had every intention of doing just that.

“And if I do not return—” Abbot Agronguerre began to Prince Midalis, the two standing in a side room off the docks of Pireth Vanguard while the Saudi Jacintha was readied for leaving.

“Then Brother Haney will be named as abbot of St. Belfour,” the Prince assured the monk. “We are no strangers to succession, my friend. Is there an abbey more independent than St. Belfour in all Honce-the-Bear?”

“More renegade, perhaps,” the abbot answered with a laugh, but his visage quickly sobered. “It pains me to leave Vanguard.”

Prince Midalis, whose own heart was equally tied to this wild and beautiful land, understood. “You are called to serve, and there could be no better choice.”

“We do not know the outcome,” Agronguerre reminded him.

“But we do,” the Prince insisted. “Your Church is not so foolish a body as to ignore the obvious. You will become the next father abbot in a month’s time, and the world will be a brighter place because of it, though Vanguard will suffer without your wisdom.”

“Somehow, I think that Vanguard will survive,” the abbot remarked dryly. It was his turn to give a congratulatory pat on Midalis’ shoulder.

It was true enough. Bruinhelde and the ranger had gone back to Alpinador, and the barbarian leader, though walking with an even more pronounced limp now, had left as a friend of Midalis, their bond forged in battle and in blood-brothering. It seemed obvious to all that the potential for true peace in Vanguard had never been greater. The way was open now for friendships among the people of the two countries, permission granted by respective leaders. A Vanguardsman who saw an Alpinadoran walking the southern roads could invite the man in for a meal and a bed without fear now, and an Alpinadoran who completed a successful hunt could now go south to find trade with the Vanguardsmen. Midalis and Bruinhelde had done all that up on that mountain, in the cave of the spirit shaggoth. They had become as brothers, bonded forever, and by extension, had bonded their kingdoms together.

Of course, the Prince continued to wonder with more than a little trepidation how his brother would receive these tidings, but it was a fear he easily suppressed. Vanguard was his responsibility—Danube had made that point all too clear by sending no help in their struggles against the demon’s minions—and thus, it was his province to forge such necessary bonds. He still didn’t understand the barbarians and their fierce culture, and didn’t pretend that he did. But he did know, beyond doubt, that his beloved Vanguard was more secure, and that his people would live better lives because of the alliance.

“The world has changed much,” Agronguerre remarked.

“For the better,” Midalis replied.

“Perhaps,” said the man who would be father abbot. “The passage of time will show us the truth. I wonder, though, need it take a war to bring about such change? Are we men creatures of habit, locked into routines and rituals that have long since lost their purpose, that have long since degenerated into worthlessness?”

“That is a proper question for any father abbot to ask,” said Midalis. “That is the question of a visionary, of one not complacent with that which is but who seeks that which can be.”

“I remember well when Father Abbot Markwart burned Master Jojonah at the stake,” Abbot Agronguerre explained. “The man’s one crime was to disagree with that which was, to seek that which he thought could be.”

“You said that he allowed criminals into St.-Mere-Abelle.”

Agronguerre shrugged. “Criminals?” he asked skeptically. “The woman Jilseponie, who has since been declared a hero, who came with Nightbird to rescue the centaur, Bradwarden, one of those who battled and destroyed the demon dactyl.”

“Father Abbot Markwart could not have known that at the time of Master Jojonah’s demise,” Midalis reasoned.

“Could not, or would not?” Abbot Agronguerre replied, and he gave a resigned sigh. “I am not a visionary, I fear; and if they believed that I was, I would not now be considered for the position of father abbot.”

“Then you will show them the truth,” Midalis replied, but Agronguerre gave him a skeptical look, an expression that showed Midalis that the old monk wasn’t certain of what that truth might be.

“You will follow your heart always,” the Prince insisted. “You will do that which is best, not for you, but for your Church and for the world. That is my definition of a man of God, and the very best quality that anyone could ask in a father abbot.”

To those claims, Agronguerre had no response, nor any doubts. He smiled warmly at his friend—this young, but so wise, Prince—and gave the man a hug, then turned for the docks and walked the first steps of the most important journey of all his life.


Chapter 21
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Calm Captain in a Stormy Sea

THE MOOD WAS SOMBER THAT CALEMBER AT ST.-MERE-ABELLE, WHERE ALL THE abbots and masters and many of the immaculate brothers had gathered for their second College of Abbots in recent years. That first College, wherein Markwart had declared Avelyn a heretic and had burned Avelyn’s primary follower, Master Jojonah, at the stake, had been marked by excitement and action, with rousing speeches and grand rhetoric. But this one, though the times seemed more peaceful and the future in many ways more promising, was a quiet yet foreboding event. Two noteworthy absences—that of Abbess Delenia of St. Gwendolyn and that of Master Marcalo De’Unnero—had set the grim tone, especially when De’Unnero’s messenger, a peasant, had arrived with the news of the tragedy at St. Gwendolyn.

Abbot Braumin and Master Viscenti spent their first hours at the great abbey enjoying a reunion with Brother Dellman, and it didn’t take Dellman long to convince them that Abbot Agronguerre was indeed the best choice for the position of father abbot. Dellman spoke mostly of Agronguerre’s easy temperament and of the man’s handling of Bruinhelde and the other Alpinadorans.

“I have spent several months with the abbot,” Dellman finished, “and I am certain that he was no lackey of Markwart. No, when Abbot Je’howith told you that Agronguerre was not pleased with the handling of Master Jojonah, he was speaking truthfully.”

Abbot Braumin looked at Viscenti, who was nodding enthusiastically. “Abbot Agronguerre, then,” he remarked, “and may God grant him the wisdom to lead us through these difficult days.” Abbot Braumin patted Dellman’s shoulder, thanking him for a job well done, and then rose to leave—to confer with Master Francis and then with old Je’howith, who had only arrived an hour earlier, obviously exhausted.

“There is yet another matter we must discuss,” Brother Dellman remarked, his tone grave.

Abbot Braumin turned, studied the man for a moment, then took his seat.

Brother Dellman began this part of his report dramatically, throwing a bright red beret, a powrie’s infamous bloody cap, on the table before his two companions. “It concerns Duke Kalas,” he began.

As expected, Abbot Agronguerre of St. Belfour was quickly nominated and elected father abbot. Abbot Braumin and his followers backed him enthusiastically, as did old Je’howith and Master Francis, along with Bou-raiy and Glendenhook and several others from St.-Mere-Abelle.

Abbot Olin of St. Bondabruce of Entel was not pleased, but as Abbess Delenia was dead, he could rally no real support for his own cause. Delenia’s self-appointed successor, De’Unnero, surprisingly backed Olin in absentia, but that only seemed to hurt the man’s chances even more.

So on a cold morning in God’s Year 827, on the very first vote of the College, Abbot Fuesa Agronguerre of Vanguard became Father Abbot Agronguerre of the Abellican Church, the second most powerful man in all Honce-the-Bear.

He ascended the podium to offer his acceptance speech to moderate applause. Even his most fervent backers had voted for him only because they believed him to be a peacemaker, a fence-mender, someone who could appease both that group rooted in the traditions of the Church as expressed by Father Abbot Markwart and those followers of Avelyn Desbris, determined to reform what they saw as tragic flaws in the Church.

“As you know, I have spent almost all my long life in Vanguard,” Agronguerre said, measuring his words carefully, after he had completed the formal regards to his hosts and a recitation of the virtues of Abbot Olin, his only competition for the position, that went on for nearly five minutes. “Many of you might wonder, then, if that experience—or lack of experience—might prove a detriment to me as I seek to lead the Church that is mostly based outside that isolated region. Put those fears in a hole deep and dark, I pray. Vanguard is not so different a place from St.-Mere-Abelle, and living among the small numbers of people up there has provided me an understanding of the world at large.

“I have served the Prince of Honce-the-Bear for many years now,” Agronguerre went on, “as fine a man as I have ever known. With his guidance, the folk of Vanguard have forged an alliance, a bond of necessity, with the barbarians of Alpinador.” That news brought more than a few surprised expressions and more than a few gasps and groans. The Abellican Church had a long and disastrous history with the Alpinadoran barbarians. Many times, the Church had sent missionaries, had even established minor chapels inside Alpinador; and every one of those excursions had ended disastrously, with missionary monks never heard from again.

“Our ways, our beliefs, our entire lives are very different from those of our northern neighbors,” Agronguerre went on, “and yet we found strength in unity against the minions of Bestesbulzibar, curse his very name; and from that necessary moment of peace, we found more to agree upon than ever we would have believed possible. And so I see our current situation within our own Order. We are faced now with the task of understanding the tragedy of Father Abbot Markwart, his reign and his demise, and with understanding the truth of Mount Aida, and of Avelyn Desbris. How widely opinions differ on this point and on this lost brother, Avelyn! Some would proclaim him saint; others, heretic. But there is a truth out there, my brethren, one that we, as a united Church, must discover and embrace, wherever it leads us.”

He went on for many minutes, recalling his own anger at the fate of Jojonah, speaking of Abbot Braumin and the others who claimed to have witnessed the miracle at the blasted mountain. He spoke of the relationship of Church and Crown, of the encroachment made on both independent forces in the battle-torn city of Palmaris, and the continuing struggle that Abbot Braumin now faced with Duke Kalas.

And then Agronguerre, after a pause and a most profound sigh, came around to the most pressing issue of all. He asked for a moment of silent prayer for Abbess Delenia, who had been a friend to so many of those in attendance and who had served the Church with honor and distinction for more than three decades.

“It appears that our hour of darkness has not yet passed,” he said quietly. “Upon its discovery by Master Francis, the other masters wisely dispatched one of their own to the south to investigate rumors of the return of the rosy plague. Well, my brethren, those rumors seem well-founded. Master De’Unnero has reported the disaster at St. Gwendolyn, where the plague has devastated the ranks of our brethren, where pitiful refugees have crowded the fields around the abbey, begging for relief that we have no power to give. Let us pray, each of us, that the plague is restricted to that region, that it will not encompass the world as it did in centuries past, and that its presence in our time will be short indeed.”

He finished with a recitation of the entire litany of prayers, where all the gathered brothers joined in, and then opened the floor for comments.

And how they came pouring in, opinions from every quarter concerning how the Church should deal with the rosy plague. Some called for the complete isolation of the Mantis Arm—though Francis was quick to remind them that Davon Dinnishire lay between St.-Mere-Abelle and Palmaris, far from there. Others called for the immediate isolation of every abbey, barring the doors, holding masses outside with presiding monks standing atop gate towers and the like.

On and on it went, with no practical answers, only suggestions wrought of abject terror. Father Abbot Agronguerre listened to them all attentively, hopefully, but all that he came away with was the understanding that this budding crisis was far beyond them, was something that only God could alleviate. The last call of that day, from the Father Abbot at the podium, was for all of them, for every brother in the Abellican Church and the few remaining sisters, to pray for guidance and for relief.

It seemed a meager weapon to the gathering of a Church that had just battled the armies of Bestesbulzibar, to monks who had used mighty gemstone magic to fell giants and powries by the score.

But it was all they had.

“I was no better a guest than you were a host, Father Abbot,” a blushing Brother Dellman responded after Agronguerre spoke highly of him to Abbot Braumin that evening after vespers.

“You were more than a guest,” the new Father Abbot replied. “In your short time in Vanguard, you became as family to us of St. Belfour.”

Dellman searched for a reply, but merely bowed his head.

“Which is why I have asked you to join me at this time,” Agronguerre went on to Dellman and particularly to Abbot Braumin.

“Brother Dellman’s integrity and graciousness come as no surprise to me, Father Abbot,” Braumin Herde replied, but there was an edge to his voice, telling Agronguerre that he understood where this was leading.

Given that, the Father Abbot got right to the point. “I know how valuable a companion Brother Dellman has been to you,” he said, “and I do appreciate your work in Palmaris at this troubled and delicate time, but I have answered the call of my Church at great risk to St. Belfour. Brother Haney, who will soon become abbot of St. Belfour, is an excellent man indeed, and I could not have asked for a more suitable replacement.”

“But …” Abbot Braumin prompted, looking at Dellman.

“He is all alone,” Agronguerre answered. “Almost all the other brothers at St. Belfour are young and inexperienced, and though Prince Midalis is certainly a friend of the Church, the new alliance with the barbarians of Alpinador will place great demands on the abbot of St. Belfour. I think it prudent to give our young abbot a strong ally and a voice of experience and wisdom.”

“Surely there are others m-more qualified than I,” Brother Dellman stammered, obviously overwhelmed. His tone showed that he was not upset about the request, just stunned. “Masters from St.-Mere-Abelle.”

“Abbot Braumin,” Father Abbot Agronguerre said with a great sigh, “I know not in which of the masters here I can place my trust. Nor do I know any of them well enough to guess if they could tolerate the hardships of Vanguard. Master Francis comes to mind, of course, for he seems the most worldly of the group, but I believe from all that I have heard—from your own Brother Dellman—that I should keep Master Francis close at hand for a time.”

“An assessment with which I heartily agree,” said Braumin.

“Then?” Father Abbot Agronguerre asked. “Will you lend your friend Brother Dellman to Brother Haney and St. Belfour?”

Braumin turned to Dellman. “What say you, brother? This is your life we are discussing, after all, and I would say that you have earned your choice of abbeys. Will you return with me to St. Precious or sail north for Vanguard?”

Dellman seemed completely at a loss. He started to answer several times, but stopped and merely shook his head. “Which would be of greater service to my Church?” he asked.

“St. Belfour,” Abbot Braumin said before the new Father Abbot could answer. He looked directly at Dellman as he spoke, staring into the younger man’s eyes, showing his sincerity.

Dellman turned to the new Father Abbot and nodded. “I go where my Church most needs me, Father Abbot,” he said. “And, truly, I would be glad in my heart to spend more time in Vanguard, to learn more of the folk and of the good brothers of St. Belfour.”

“I will sorely miss him in Palmaris,” Abbot Braumin remarked. “Brother Dellman was among the wisest of advisers and the most steadfast of supporters during the ordeal of Father Abbot Markwart’s last days.”

“You make my heart glad, then,” the Father Abbot said, “and this will not merely be to the benefit of St. Belfour and our friend Brother Haney. Up there in wild Vanguard, you will attain the rank of master very quickly, perhaps within a few months.”

“I am not nearly prepared,” Brother Dellman replied.

“You are more prepared than most who attain the rank,” Abbot Braumin was quick to put in, “and more prepared than I, certainly, in the role God has now chosen me to play.”

“Vanguard is not thick with brethren,” the Father Abbot said. “And St. Belfour at this time, as in so many times, is without masters. I will send word to Brother Haney to rectify that situation as soon as he is established as abbot.”

Abbot Braumin nodded his agreement, his smile wide; and Brother Dellman, too, was beaming.

“Now for a less pleasing matter,” Father Abbot Agronguerre announced. He rose from his chair, motioning for Abbot Braumin alone to follow him into an adjoining room, where several masters and abbots were waiting, including Francis, Bou-raiy, Glendenhook, and Machuso.

“I had asked Abbot Je’howith to join us, as well,” Agronguerre remarked to them all, taking his seat at the head of the table and motioning for Braumin to sit right beside him—again a subtle but distinct hint about his attitude concerning the last days of Markwart’s reign. “But he has already departed, well on his way back to Ursal and St. Honce.”

Abbot Braumin nodded, recognizing that he understood that departure better than did the new Father Abbot. Braumin knew, and Je’howith knew, that they now had gathered to discuss the disposition of Marcalo De’Unnero. Abbot Je’howith, so tied to Markwart, certainly wanted no part of this potential battle.

And it did become a battle, immediately.

“He has declared himself abbot of St. Gwendolyn,” Master Fio Bou-raiy spouted angrily, “an unprecedented act of arrogance.”

“Or of necessity,” Master Machuso, ever the peacemaker, put in.

“St. Gwendolyn is traditionally led by an abbess, not an abbot,” one of the lesser abbots argued.

“That may be true enough,” Father Abbot Agronguerre conceded, “but by Master De’Unnero’s words, there are no suitable women to take the position at this time. All but one of the sovereign sisters are dead, and the remaining one has become ill.”

“Or had her heart removed by a tiger’s paw,” Master Bou-raiy remarked under his breath but loud enough for several seated near him, including Agronguerre and Braumin Herde, to hear.

“Interim abbot, then?” Machuso innocently asked.

“No!” Bou-raiy flatly declared, pounding his fist on the table. He turned to Agronguerre. “Deny him this, I beg of you. His record is one of destruction, and if the plague is thick in the southland, St. Gwendolyn will be key to holding the common folk loyal to the Church.”

Surprised by the forcefulness of the master’s argument, Agronguerre looked to Abbot Braumin, who, in turn, motioned to Master Francis. “You served beside him,” Braumin said. “You know him better than any other in this room.”

Francis narrowed his eyes as he stared hard at Braumin, obviously not pleased to be so put on the spot. “We were never friends,” Francis said evenly.

“But you followed him to Palmaris and served in positions vacated by Master De’Unnero,” Father Abbot Agronguerre reasoned.

“True enough,” Francis conceded. “Yet I want it made clear here before I speak my opinion that you all understand that I harbor little friendship for Master Marcalo De’Unnero and that I would have preferred to remain silent on this matter.

“But I have been asked, and so I will answer,” Francis went on quietly. “Master De’Unnero’s record in Palmaris was less than exemplary. The people there would not have him back, I am sure.”

“They would have him on a gallows,” Abbot Braumin remarked. “Indeed, I requested that he leave the city because his mere presence within St. Precious was bringing us disdain that bolstered Duke Kalas.”

“But Master De’Unnero is not known in the region of St. Gwendolyn,” Master Machuso pressed. “Can we presume that his actions in Palmaris were at the explicit instructions of Father Abbot Markwart and, thus, are mistakes that will not be repeated?”

“A dangerous assumption,” Master Glendenhook replied.

“Am I to replace him?” Agronguerre asked distastefully. It was obvious to all in attendance that the gentle man did not want his first official act in office to be one of division. And yet, given the mood of all around him, of masters as diverse as Bou-raiy and Francis—obviously not in any alliance—what choice did Father Abbot Agronguerre have?

“Recall him,” Master Bou-raiy said determinedly. “We will not find it a difficult task to find a more suitable abbot or abbess for St. Gwendolyn, I assure you.”

That call was seconded by many about the table, including Abbot Braumin, who made a note to speak with the new Father Abbot at length about his true feelings concerning Marcalo De’Unnero—the man, in Braumin’s honest opinion, who posed the greatest threat of all to the Abellican Church.

Father Abbot Agronguerre took in all the nods and calls with a resigned nod of his head. Yes, the year would end on a grave note, Agronguerre realized, and given the confirmation of the rosy plague, he doubted that the next year would be any better.
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Where is the balance, I wonder, between community and self? When does the assertion of one’s personal needs become mere selfishness?

These are questions that followed me to Dundalis, to haunt me every day. So many hopes and dreams were placed upon me, so many people believing that I somehow magically possessed the power to change their world for the better. If I had fought that battle, I believe that not only would I have accomplished little, and perhaps nothing lasting, but also I would have completed the destruction of myself that the wretch Markwart began in the dungeons of St.-Mere-Abelle when he murdered my parents; that he continued on the field outside Palmaris, when he stole from me my child; and then, in Chasewind Manor, when he wounded me deeply and when he took from me my husband, my love. This was my fear, and it chased me out of Palmaris, chased me home to a quieter place.

But what if I was wrong? What if my efforts might have had some impact upon the lives of so many deserving innocents? What obligation, what responsibility, is then incumbent upon me?

Ever since I first witnessed Elbryan at his morning routine of bi’nelle dasada, I longed to learn it and to understand all the lessons that he had been taught by the Touel’alfar. I wanted to be a ranger, as was he. But now, in retrospect, I wonder if I am possessed of that same generous spirit. I learned the sword dance, and attained a level of mastery in it strong enough to complement Elbryan’s own, but those other qualities of the ranger, I fear, cannot be taught. They must be a part of the heart and soul, and there, perhaps, is my failing. Elbryan—no, not Elbryan, but Nightbird—so willingly threw himself into my battle with Markwart, though he was already grievously wounded and knew that doing so would surely cost him his very life. Yet he did it, without question, without fear, and without remorse because he was a ranger, because he knew that ridding the world of the demon that possessed the Father Abbot of the Abellican Church was paramount, a greater responsibility than that of protecting his own flesh and blood.

I, too, went at Markwart with every ounce of my strength and willpower, but my motive at that time was not generosity of spirit but simple rage and the belief that the demon had already taken everything from me. Would I have been so willing to begin that battle if I understood that it would cost me the only thing I had remaining? If I knew that Elbryan, my dearest husband, would be lost to me forever?

I doubt that I would.

And now, with all those questions burning my every thought, I came north to the quiet Timberlands to find peace within myself. But this, I fear, is yet another of life’s twisted and cruel paradoxes. I am moving toward inner peace now—I feel it keenly—but what awaits me when at last I attain that level of calm? When I find the end of turmoil, will I find, as well, the end of meaning? Will inner peace be accompanied by nothing more than emptiness?

And yet, what is the other option? The person who strives for peace of community instead of inner peace must find just the opposite, I fear, an unattainable goal. For there will always be trouble of one sort or another. A tyrant, a war, a despotic landowner, a thief in the alley, a misguided father abbot. There is no paradise in this existence for creatures as complex as human beings. There is no perfect human world, bereft of strife and battle of one sort or another.

I know that now, or at least I fear it profoundly. And with that knowledge came the sense of futility, of running up a mud-slick steep slope, only to slide back over and over again.

Will the new Father Abbot be any better than the previous one? Likely, since those electing him will be cautious to seek certain generous qualities. But what about the next after that, and after that? It will, it must, come back to Markwart, I fear; and, given that, how can I see anything more than the futility of sacrifice?

And, given that, how can I agree with Elbryan’s gift of his own life?

And so here I am, in Dundalis, the place quiet and buried in deep snow as the world drifts into God’s Year 828. How I long for seasons far past, for those early years when Elbryan and I ran about Dundalis, oblivious of goblins and demons and men like Father Abbot Dalebert Markwart!

Perhaps the greatest thing of all that has been stolen from me over these years was my innocence. I see the world too clearly, with all of its soiled corners.

With all of its cairns over buried heroes.

—JILSEPONIE WYNDON


Chapter 22
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Playing Trump

THE SNOW WAS DEEP, THE NORTHERN WIND BITTERLY COLD, BUT ABBOT BRAUMIN showed a distinct spring in his step as he approached the gates of Chasewind Manor.

The sentries at the outer gate held him in check for a long while, as he expected, and didn’t even offer him the meager shelter of their small stone gatehouse nor any of their steaming tea. No, they merely eyed him, their stares as cold as the north wind; and Abbot Braumin, despite his fine mood, had to wonder if he could ever repair the damage Duke Kalas had done to the relationship of Church and Crown in Palmaris.

A short while later, the abbot was finally admitted to the main house, and there he was made to sit and wait yet again, as the minutes became an hour, and then two. Braumin took it all in stride, whistling, singing some of his favorite hymns, even coaxing one flustered servant into an impromptu penitence session.

That session—certainly not a welcome thing in the court of Duke Targon Bree Kalas—was interrupted almost immediately by Kalas’ aide, bidding the abbot to enter and commence his business with the Duke.

Abbot Braumin muttered a little prayer for himself, begging forgiveness for so using the unwitting servant, and promised to attend his own penitence session once he returned to St. Precious.

“Good morn, God’s morn, Duke Kalas,” Braumin said cheerfully as he entered the man’s study.

Kalas peered up at him from behind a great oaken desk, his expression one of pure suspicion.

Braumin took a long moment studying that scowl. It was no secret about the city that the Duke had been in a particularly foul mood of late; and Braumin could guess the source of that discontent. Many of Ursal’s nobles were no doubt wintering in Entel or at Dragon Lake, a favored winter palace, while he was stuck up here, in the bitter Palmaris winter, alone and without any close friends.

Even many of the stoic Allheart knights were beginning to shows signs of discontent, of homesickness.

“It is morning,” Kalas replied gruffly, shuffling some papers and nearly overturning his inkwell, “and I suppose that every morning is God’s to claim.”

“Indeed,” Braumin said, intentionally making his tone annoyingly chipper.

“Whatever concept of God one might hold,” Duke Kalas continued, narrowing his eyes.

“Ah, the purest concept of all,” Braumin answered without the slightest hesitation. He tossed a rolled parchment on the desk in front of Kalas.

Still eyeing Braumin suspiciously, the Duke picked it up and slipped the ribbon from it. He snapped it open with a swift, sudden movement, his eyes scanning, scanning, while he tried to hold his expression steady. Then, finished, he simply dropped the parchment back to his desk and sat up straight, folding his hands together on the desk before him. “A chapel for Avelyn Desbris?” he asked.

“In Caer Tinella,” Abbot Braumin said cheerfully, “with the blessing of new Father Abbot Agronguerre—a good friend of your King’s brother, I understand.”

Kalas, well aware of Prince Midalis’ relationship with the Abellican Church in Vanguard, didn’t blink. “How steady is your Church, Abbot Braumin,” he remarked. “First you claim Avelyn a heretic, now a saint. Do you so sway between good and evil? Do you worship God today and a demon tomorrow, or in your eyes are they, perhaps, one and the same?”

“Your blasphemy does not shock me, Duke Kalas,” Braumin replied, “nor does it impress me.”

“If you believe that I have any desire to impress you, or any of your clergy leadership, then you do not understand me at all,” came the confident and firm answer.

Abbot Braumin gave a slight bow, conceding the point, not wanting to go down this tangent path.

“I have no jurisdiction over Caer Tinella,” the Duke of Wester-Honce went on. “You should be throwing your writ upon the desk of Duke Tetrafel of the Wilderlands.”

“I need not the permission of the Crown or any of its representatives to begin construction of the chapel of Avelyn in Caer Tinella,” Abbot Braumin returned.

“Then why come here?” asked Kalas. “Do you mean to taunt me by flaunting the expansion of your Church? Or to convince me, perhaps, that your way—the Light of Avelyn, I am hearing it called—is the one true way, and that Markwart and all the evil he wrought was but an aberration, a corrected mistake?”

“I inform you of the construction of the new chapel in Caer Tinella merely as a courtesy,” Abbot Braumin answered. “I intend to use masons from Palmaris for that work, and for the expansion of St. Precious.”

Kalas was nodding, obviously bored, and it took a long moment for that last part to even register. He snapped his glare up at Abbot Braumin, his eyes again going narrow and threatening. “We have already settled this matter,” he said.

“What is settled in one moment might be altered in another,” Braumin replied.

Kalas just stared at him.

“There is new information,” the abbot said.

“You have found a way around the law?” Duke Kalas asked skeptically.

“You decide,” Abbot Braumin replied, with equal confidence. “Brother Dellman told me of a most unusual encounter up in Vanguard, Duke Kalas: a battle fought with powries.”

“Not so unusual in these troubled times,” Kalas replied, glancing at the lone sentry in the room, an Allheart knight, standing at attention to the side of the great desk.

Abbot Braumin studied the Duke carefully, looking for any signs of unintentional personal betrayal, as he continued. “Apparently, these powries had some trouble with their ship.”

“A barrelboat?”

Now it was Abbot Braumin’s turn to glance at the Allheart knight, then questioningly back to Kalas.

The Duke caught the cue. “Leave us,” he instructed the knight. The man looked at him curiously, but then snapped a chest-thumping salute and strode from the room.

“Palmaris ship,” Braumin said bluntly as soon as the door had closed, and he paused and let the notes of that devastating information hang in the air. Kalas did shift in his seat then, and Braumin imagined the man fighting an inner struggle at that moment. Should he feign ignorance? Or should he concoct some wild tale of escape?

The Duke folded his hands but did not sit back comfortably in his chair, a clear sign to Braumin that his words had intrigued the man and, perhaps, had scared him.

“A curious thing,” Braumin went on, his tone now casual. “Brother Dellman insists that he recognized one or two of the powries.”

“They all look alike, so I have observed,” Duke Kalas said dryly.

“Though some might carry remarkable scars or wear distinctive clothing,” Abbot Braumin remarked.

Duke Kalas sat very still, staring, probing; and Braumin knew that he had hit the man squarely, that Brother Dellman’s beliefs about the origins of the powrie band in Vanguard had been right on the mark. And now, given Kalas’ reactions, Abbot Braumin knew that the powrie band had not escaped from Palmaris. Duke Kalas had a secret, a very dark one.

“And where does your Brother Dellman believe he once saw these same powries?” Kalas asked, again in dry and seemingly unconcerned tones. But again, a subtle shift in his seat betrayed his true anxieties.

“He cannot yet be certain,” Abbot Braumin replied, emphasizing the word “yet.” “He envisions a misty and drizzly morning.…” He let his voice trail off, the threat to Kalas hanging obvious and ominous.

The Duke stood up suddenly. “What games do you play?” he asked, walking to the side of his desk to a brandy locker with, Braumin noted, a rather large sword hanging over it. The Duke poured himself a drink and motioned an offer to Braumin, who shook his head.

Kalas swirled the liquid in his glass a couple of times, then slowly turned, half sitting on the edge of the locker, his expression calm once more.

“If you have more to say, then speak it clearly,” he bade the abbot.

“I doubt there will ever be more to say,” Braumin replied. “I will be too busy with the construction of the chapel of Avelyn in Caer Tinella and with the expansion of St. Precious.”

There it was, laid out clearly and simply.

Duke Kalas sat very still for a long while, digesting all of the information, sipping his drink, then swallowing it suddenly in one great gulp. He threw the glass against the wall, shattering it, and rose up so forcefully that the heavy locker skidded back a few inches.

“You have heard of the word ‘extortion’?” he asked.

“You have heard of the word ‘politics’?” Braumin came right back.

Kalas reached back and above him and tore the sword from the wall, bringing it out before him. “Perhaps a personal meeting with your God will teach you the difference between the two,” he started to say, but he stopped, staring curiously, as Abbot Braumin presented his hand forward, palm up, revealing a small dark stone, a graphite, humming with power.

“Shall we see which of us God chooses to take and instruct this day?” he asked, a wry, confident smile on his face; though in truth, his guts were churning. Braumin Herde had never been a warrior, nor was he overproficient with the gemstones. With his graphite, he could bring forth a small bolt of lightning, but he doubted it would do more than slow fierce Kalas for a few moments, and perhaps straighten a bit of the curly black hair on the man’s head.

But still, Braumin was not surprised by this sudden turn, not at all. His quiet accusation against Kalas was no minor thing, after all!

And so he was ready for this moment, had prepared himself extensively, and he stood perfectly still, hand up firm.

“You play dangerous games, Abbot Braumin.”

“Not so, Duke Kalas,” Braumin replied. “We each use whatever means we must to further that cause in which we believe. The revelation of a supposed dark secret, perhaps, or a battle on a foggy morning.”

“And what cause will you further?” Kalas spat.

“St. Precious will be expanded,” the monk replied. He lowered his hand as Kalas lowered his sword.

“That is all?”

“That is all.” Braumin Herde didn’t add “for now,” but he saw from Kalas’ sour expression that the Duke understood the implication well enough. Abbot Braumin had a heavy sword now, hanging in the air above the head of Duke Targon Bree Kalas, and Kalas’ own inability to dismiss the hints as preposterous were all the proof that Braumin needed to know that what Dellman suspected was true: Duke Kalas of Wester-Honce, perhaps the closest adviser in all the world to King Danube Brock Ursal himself, had utilized powries, wretched bloody caps, in his quest to strengthen the power of the Throne in Palmaris.

Abbot Braumin’s step as he exited Chasewind Manor soon after was—surprisingly to him—not as boisterous as the ones that had brought him to the place, though he had the signed approval for St. Precious’ expansion tucked safely under one arm. No, Braumin found the whole business of coercing Duke Kalas a most distasteful affair, and he prayed that he would never, ever have to repeat it.

But he would visit the man again, if need be, the abbot assured himself. His life had purpose and a direct path, and he swore then on the soul of Master Jojonah—his mentor, his dearest friend—that he would continue the good fight.

“Lady Pemblebury approaches,” the sentry in the hall announced.

Abbot Je’howith crinkled his old face at the proclamation, but King Danube couldn’t hold back a smile.

“You have not made the open declaration yet,” Je’howith reminded him. “Whispers speak that the coming child is yours, of course, but word has not been sent, nor has your decision concerning the status of the child.”

“I did not know that anything was required of me,” Danube replied sarcastically, for he was the king, after all, and his word, whatever that word might be, was law in Honce-the-Bear.

“I only wonder what your brother might come to think if those whispers reach his ears,” Je’howith said; and that did indeed give Danube pause. “The new Father Abbot is of Vanguard, and a friend to Midalis. It seems likely that the region will be more closely tied to the rest of the kingdom now, with Agronguerre leading the Church.”

“And perhaps those of your Church are not well versed in discretion,” Danube retorted.

“The only brother who returned to Vanguard from the College of Abbots was young Dellman, no friend of mine, I assure you,” Je’howith came back. “If Brother Dellman has brought news of Constance Pemblebury’s condition, then he learned it from someone else.”

“The same Dellman from Palmaris?” King Danube asked, for he remembered well Braumin Herde and his little group of imprisoned companions.

Je’howith nodded.

“The same Dellman who is friend to Jilseponie?” King Danube asked.

Abbot Je’howith raised an eyebrow at that and at the way Danube spoke the woman’s name. Apparently, that little spark Je’howith and others had seen up in Palmaris continued to burn. Constance, beginning her eighth month of pregnancy, would not enjoy the sight of that simmering flame.

Constance Pemblebury entered the room then, waddling more than walking, one hand supporting her lower back. Her look was not one of a woman in pain, though, but of a woman fulfilled and in bliss.

King Danube went to her immediately and brushed aside her attendant, taking her by the arm and guiding her to a seat in the audience room’s only chair: the throne.

How ironic, old Je’howith mused.

“You do realize, my King,” the old monk said, grinning wryly, “that the Church must openly frown on our monarch producing a bastard child.”

King Danube turned and scowled at Je’howith, but Constance laughed. “How unprecedented!” she said with complete sarcasm, and then she groaned and winced.

Danube turned to her immediately, feeling her swollen belly, putting a gentle hand to her forehead. “Are you all right?” he asked.

Je’howith studied the man, his movements, and the tone of his voice. Gentle, but not loving. He did care for Constance, but Abbot Je’howith recognized at that moment that Danube would not likely marry the woman, not while images of the fair Jilseponie danced in his head.

Constance assured him that she was feeling quite well, and Je’howith seconded that sentiment, guiding the doting Danube away from her. “She has two months yet to go,” the old abbot reminded him.

“And then comes our child,” Constance remarked.

“My son,” Danube agreed, and again Constance beamed.

To hear Danube speaking of the child with such obvious pride fostered her hopes, Je’howith realized. And what of those hopes? the cleric wondered. What course would King Danube take once the child, his son, was born? Would he employ the Denial of Privilege, as they had discussed, or would he be so overwhelmed by the birth of this child that he would accept it openly?

Wouldn’t Prince Midalis be thrilled if that came to pass!

Je’howith couldn’t contain a chuckle, though when Danube and Constance looked at him, he merely shook his head and waved his hand dismissively. In truth, the old abbot hardly cared which way King Danube chose to go concerning the child. Certainly, if he did not disavow the child’s bloodline rights, the kingdom could be in for a difficult and messy transition, but that would not likely affect Je’howith, who would probably be long dead by that time. And if King Danube did openly accept the child, keeping the babe, and thus, Constance, at his side, then the possibility of Jilseponie ever getting close to Je’howith’s beloved Ursal seemed even more remote.

In either case, this situation could be getting all the more interesting in about two months’ time.

Abbot Je’howith fought hard to contain another chuckle.

Abbot Braumin was surprised and quite pleased to see the visitor to St. Precious that day. He was a handsome man of about Braumin’s age, with a slender but hardened frame and alert dark eyes that took in every detail of the room about him. He was a military man, obviously, trained in readiness.

The snows had continued heavy that winter, but word had come to Abbot Braumin that Duke Kalas had left Chasewind Manor, and the city altogether, for a trip to the south. And now this, an old friend, the return of a good man who had shared some very important moments in Braumin Herde’s life. Yes, the year was off to a grand start.

“Shamus Kilronney,” the abbot greeted him warmly. “I heard that you had resigned your post in the Kingsmen and traveled south.”

“Not so far south, my friend, Brother—Abbot Braumin,” Shamus Kilronney replied. He looked around appreciatively. “You have done well, and are deserving of all that has befallen you of late.”

Braumin accepted the kind words with a nod and a smile. Shamus had been with him on that journey to the Barbacan, when the goblins had encircled them, closing in. Shamus Kilronney had stood tall and proud, prepared to die, when the miracle of Avelyn’s upraised, mummified arm had sent forth waves of energy to destroy the goblin horde.

Shamus had been beside Braumin again on a second occasion in that same place, when King Danube and Father Abbot Markwart had marched in with their respective armies to take them as prisoners.

In truth, the two men hardly knew each other, and yet they had forged a deep bond in trials shared and miracles witnessed.

“The sky is thick with snow,” Abbot Braumin remarked. “Why does Shamus Kilronney return to us at this unlikely time?”

“Duke Kalas bade an Allheart knight named Mowin Satyr to serve in his stead while he returned to the court at Ursal at the summons of King Danube,” Shamus explained. “Satyr is an old friend of mine, and he knew that I have family within the city, so he bade me to come and aid him.”

“Colleen?”

“She is north, in Caer Tinella, I have heard,” Shamus replied.

“Well, I am glad that you have returned,” Abbot Braumin said, motioning for the man to follow him to more comfortable quarters. “You may be aware that the relationship between Church and Crown in Palmaris has not been a good one since the events at Chasewind Manor.”

“Duke Kalas has never been fond of the Church,” Shamus remarked, “at least not since Queen Vivian became ill and died, and the brothers of St. Honce could do nothing to save her. You will find Mowin Satyr more agreeable, I believe.”

“For however long he might serve.”

“It could be some time,” Shamus explained. “That is why I have come to you. Duke Kalas claimed that he was summoned to Ursal, but none of those remaining at Chasewind Manor know anything about that. Nor, according to Mowin Satyr, is he planning on returning to the city any time soon, perhaps never.”

Abbot Braumin couldn’t help but smile and shake his head. He couldn’t believe how effective his hints concerning the powries had been, further confirmation to him that Kalas had indeed engaged in some sort of under-the-table dealings with the bloody caps. He poured himself a glass of wine and one for Shamus, then handed it over.

“To a better relationship between Church and Crown,” he toasted, lifting his glass, and Shamus was quick to tap it with his own.

“I wonder,” Abbot Braumin mused aloud a moment later. “Perhaps there is something more you might do for me, my friend, if you are willing.”

“If I might,” Shamus said.

“Inquire of your friend Mowin Satyr of a battle that was fought on the western fields before King Danube departed the city, around the Calember before last.”

Shamus looked at him curiously.

“He will know the fight,” Abbot Braumin assured the man, “a quick and easy victory over a powrie band.”

“I will ask,” Shamus agreed, looking at the monk curiously. “But I say this now, my friend Abbot Braumin, I will not serve as a spy for St. Precious. I have come back to Palmaris because an old friend needed me, and I will do all that I can to bring a better peace between you and whoever is ruling at Chasewind Manor. But I will play no role in this continuing intrigue between St. Precious and Chasewind Manor.”

“Fair enough,” Abbot Braumin replied. He lifted his glass in toast again, and again, Shamus Kilronney was quick to tap it with his own.

Yes, God’s Year 828 was off to a grand start.


Chapter 23
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Doc’alfar

Too many wonders have I seen! THE MAN WROTE, THE EDGES OF MANY PARCHMENTS hanging raggedly about his open pack. Oh, for the eyes of one man to so engulf the splendor of the untainted world! What a true blessing God has bestowed upon me, humble Tetrafel, to grant me these visions. And the world will long remember me, I am sure, for when the kingdom of Honce-the-Bear engulfs these western Wilderlands, the wonders they will see—the gigantic waterfalls, the majestic mountain peaks, the forests so thick that beneath their canopy dwells eternal twilight—will be made all the more wondrous by their recollections of these, my words.

The Duke of the Wilderlands glanced up from his parchment to scan the workings of his encampment, the many servants and soldiers going about their typical late-afternoon routines, preparing the tents and the meals, setting up the perimeter guard—and that line of sentries had proven most necessary in the three years Tetrafel and his fellow explorers had been out far to the west of Ursal, in untamed, unmapped lands, seeking a direct pass through the towering Belt-and-Buckle Mountains into the To-gai steppes of western Behren. King Danube desired a direct trading route with the To-gai clansmen, without the costly interference of the Behrenese merchants.

The initial reluctance of Tetrafel, a man of nearly fifty years, who spent more time on a large pillow than on a horse, to accept the offered mission had been washed away by a grander vision that had come to him. He would be the explorer who opened up the vast western Wilderlands, a region known to be rich in natural resources, towering trees, and coveted peat. Once Danube had agreed to send along a large contingent of soldiers—nearly a score now traveled with the Duke—and a similar group of servants—several men and a few young women who would also see to other needs—Tetrafel had recognized the opportunity to bring himself a bit of immortality.

Now, after three years, the man did not regret his decision, not on this particular day, at least, when he and his companions had easily traveled nearly twenty miles along a huge river—a river the Duke planned to name the Tetrafel—to find, at its end, the most tremendous, stupendous waterfall they had ever heard tell of: Tetrafel Falls, of course.

There had been troubles in the three years, mostly in the form of huge bears, great cats, and other beasts. They had found one tribe of goblins, but their superior training and weaponry enabled them to summarily destroy the ugly creatures; and a fairly indelicate disease had caught up with them several times. But after three years, they had lost less than a handful of their band, including just two soldiers.

All that they had to do now, Tetrafel realized, was find a pass through the mountains when spring opened the trails, and then return to Ursal, heralded as the greatest explorers of the modern age, their names, Duke Timian Tetrafel’s at least, etched in tomes and stamped indelibly upon natural and majestic wonders. And finding that pass did not seem like such an impossibility, now that they had gone even farther west, to a point, Tetrafel believed, where crossing the mountains would put them in western To-gai. The peaks were not nearly as towering here, and were wider spaced. The higher elevations still showed snowcaps, though down in the foothills, the winter here was no worse than in Ursal, with the occasional inch or two of snow, but inevitably followed by milder weather that soon cleared the ground.

They were not in sight of the great River Tetrafel now, but they could hear the thunder of the distant falls. For their campsite, they had chosen a small clearing within a ring of towering pines, high natural walls so thick that they blocked out the light of Sheila completely as the moon rose in the east; and they knew that they would see only the slightest hints of the glowing orb until she climbed high in the sky, nearly directly overhead.

The camp was quiet and organized, with the occasional bursts of laughter from one quarter or another, or more embarrassing sounds from under the boughs of a nearby pine, where a soldier and a servant had stolen off to pass the hours. Dinner was not an organized and set event in Tetrafel’s camp, but rather a personal option of wandering over to the large cook pots and scooping a bit of broth, or walking by one of the many spits and tearing a limb from whatever creatures the huntsmen had managed to bag that particular day.

Secure in his sentries and satisfied that he had entered enough in his all-important diary that day, Duke Tetrafel headed for the cook fires. He started for one of the pots, but changed his mind and went to the roasting deer instead, tearing off a huge hunk of meat, dropping as much to the ground as found its way to his mouth.

His actions were not unnoticed.

In a tree not so far away, and well within the set perimeter of the encampment, a pair of slender, white-skinned, blue-eyed humanoids with hair the color of ravens’ wings, sat quietly—perfectly quietly—upon a pine branch, studying the scene before them.

They care nothing for the creatures they slay, one of them motioned to the other in an intricate combination of hand gestures, eye movements, and facial and body expressions.

Nor for the spirituality of the mating dance, the other, equally disgusted, returned, a point made even more acute by the grunting sounds from a copulating couple on the ground beneath them. They are killer animals and nothing more.

The other nodded his agreement. “Twick’a pwess fin,” he whispered in the tongue of the Doc’alfar, a language not unlike that of the Touel’alfar, distant, unknown cousins of the wingless, white-skinned elves.

“Twick’a pwess fin,” the other echoed in agreement, which translated into “a fitting end.”

Then they were gone, as silently as they had arrived, slipping past the lumbering sentries with no more noise than a shadow.

“Curse the rotten luck,” one sentry muttered, for the wind shifted later that night, bringing the fine spray thrown high into the air by the distant falls over the field and the encampment.

“Not so bad,” his companion replied from a short distance away. “Stay close to the pines; they’ll keep ye dry.”

“A warm bed in Ursal’d keep me drier,” the first returned. “Are we ever to get back there?”

“The Duke’s seeing a chance to put his name on mountains,” the second replied. “But we’re all to gain, and if we find the pass, Tetrafel’s promised us enough gol’bears to each buy a grand house.”

The other nodded, and that promise did seem to warm his weathered bones. But the spray continued, filtering through the trees as a fine, cold mist. And then a foul, rotting odor accompanied it.

“Now what’s bringing the stink?” the first sentry asked, crinkling his nose.

“Smells like a carcass,” said the other. “Could be a great cat coming back from a hunt. Get on yer guard now!”

And they both did, setting arrows to their bowstrings and peering into the gray, misty moonlight.

The stench got worse, filling their nostrils, making their eyes run; and then they saw a shape, not of a great cat, but of a humanoid—a man, it seemed—walking stiff-legged through the mist and the sparse underbrush.

“Hold where ye are!” the first sentry commanded. “Ye got two bows aiming at ye!”

Now they did recognize the approaching form—he was barely a dozen strides away—as a man, skinny and grizzled, with long hair and a huge beard. He had to have heard the command, they knew, but he kept on coming in that stiff-legged gait, his arms straight out before him.

And he was filthy! Covered in dirt, or peat, and smelling like a rotting and dirty carcass.

“Hold now! I’m warning ye!” the sentry commanded.

He kept on coming; and the sentry, a trained and seasoned soldier, followed his orders to the word and let fly his arrow. It hit the approaching man’s chest with a dull splat, and burrowed in deep, but the man kept coming, didn’t even flinch!

“I hit him! I hit him!” the confused sentry protested; and now his companion let fly, a shot that took the intruder in the side, just below the rib cage, a shot from a bow so strong of pull that the arrow disappeared completely into the body, its tip breaking through the other side.

The approaching man flinched, the sheer force of the blow knocking him a step sideways. But he kept on coming, coming, his arms outstretched, his expression blank.

“Awake! Awake!” the second sentry yelled, falling back through the wall of pines toward the camp. His companion, though, didn’t retreat, but drew out his heavy sword and leaped ahead.

The approaching intruder didn’t change his speed or his route, coming straight in; and the soldier exploded into motion, bringing his sword up and over, cleaving one of those reaching arms above the elbow, severing it easily.

A bit of blood rolled out, but more than that came a sickly greenish white pus.

The soldier knew then the horrible truth, understood the stench to be a mixture of peat and rot, the sickly smell of death, but tainted even more with earthen richness. He knew then that he was fighting not a man but a corpse! Gagging, horrified, he fell back; but the zombie caught his sword in its bare hand as he turned, in a grip tremendously strong.

He screamed out—somehow he found his voice enough to make noise—and tugged and tugged at the sword, then gave it up altogether and tried to scramble away. But as he turned, he saw them, dozens and dozens of walking dead, coming through the mist. Overwhelmed, he stumbled and went down.

He cried out again as the one-armed zombie fell over him, grabbing him by the elbow, crushing his joint in its iron grip. He shouted and flailed, beating the thing about the head and shoulders, to no avail.

But then his companion was beside him again, and with one mighty swing, he decapitated the zombie.

Still it held on stubbornly. The other soldier, seeing the monsters approaching from everywhere, it seemed, hacked wildly at that clasping hand, severing it, too. He pulled his friend to his feet and dragged him to the pines, but the man was still screaming, for that severed hand was still clutching him!

Duke Tetrafel rubbed his bleary eyes and peeked out from his bedroll. The sight of the encampment, of the panic, brought him wide awake, and he scrambled to his feet.

“Attack! Attack, my Duke!” one nearby soldier cried to him, running forward, bearing Tetrafel’s sword belt.

Tetrafel struggled to clasp it on, turning, trying to keep up with the dizzying scene.

“The dead, they are!” screamed a sentry crashing through the pine wall. “The dead’ve risen against us!”

“From the forest, from the forest!” another yelled. The pines all about the small clearing began to shake, and the monsters strode through, in that stiff-legged gait, their peat-covered arms out straight before them. From the back of the camp came a horrified cry that turned Duke Tetrafel about. A pair of sentries scrambled through the pine wall, but got yanked right back in, grabbed and tugged so hard that one of them left one of his shoes behind.

The screams that followed were, perhaps, the most awful sound Duke Tetrafel had ever heard.

“Form a defense!” the captain of Tetrafel’s contingent cried, and his men moved back near the fire, forming a ring about it, with the servants and their Duke behind them.

The zombie ring closed slowly, ominously.

“Go for their heads,” cried one of the sentries who had first encountered them.

But then, above the tumult, they heard a melodic song, a gentle, sweet harmony of beautiful, delicate voices, drifting on the evening breeze, singing in a language that they did not know, something preternatural, a sylvan song of an ancient forest. As if on cue, the zombies stopped and lowered their arms.

The wind blew a bit stronger, as if flowing with the song.

“What is it?” more than one man asked anxiously.

“Be still,” Duke Tetrafel told them all. “Allies, perhaps.”

Between the men and the zombies, the ground began to tremble and then to break apart, and then …

Flowers sprouted. Huge flowers, with great petals shining silver in the moonlight, the likes of which the men of Honce-the-Bear had never seen.

And the smell of them! Overwhelming, overpowering, burying even the stench of the zombies.

An inviting smell, Duke Tetrafel thought, compelling him to lie down and rest, to close his eyes and sleep. Yes, Tetrafel realized, he wanted nothing more at that moment than to sleep. He saw several of his companions go down beside him, nestling comfortably on the ground, and without even registering the movement, he found himself on his hands and knees, having trouble, so much trouble, even keeping his head up.

“Get up!” He heard the captain’s voice from far, far away. “All of ye! They’re coming on again! Oh, get up, ye fools!”

And then he heard the cries and the shouts, the swoosh of cutting blades, the hum of bowstrings.

And then he heard … nothing at all, just felt the warmth of a deep, deep sleep.

Duke Tetrafel woke up as if in a dark nightmare. The fog clung to the ground all about him—not a watery mist like the one from the falls, but an opaque, soupy blanket. He was sitting now, tightly bound with his hands behind him around a small stake. He was in a forest, still, but not the same one, as far as he could discern; for instead of the thick rows of pines, the trees about him now were mere skeletons, black and twisted and leafless.

Groans to either side of him made him glance about, to see many of his party, similarly seated and bound, in a neat line, which told him that these stakes had been purposely placed, that their captors, whoever they might be, were skilled at this.

“Where are the others?” he asked one soldier near him.

“They took them!” came the nervous, completely unsettled reply. Duke Tetrafel followed the sweating man’s gaze to a pair of smallish, very slender creatures walking toward them. Flanking the duo came several of the walking dead.

Trying hard to ignore their horrid escorts, Tetrafel studied the pair carefully, their creamy white skin and penetrating blue eyes that seemed to glow with an inner sparkle. They wore dark-colored robes, the cowls back, and at times seemed to simply disappear into the landscape, except for their exposed heads. Tetrafel tried to sort things out. These weren’t merely small humans, he knew, and that was confirmed as they neared and he noted their pointy ears and angular features.

“Touel’alfar?” he asked, for he had heard some tales of the elves, mostly children’s fireside stories.

The two robed figures froze at the word, glancing at each other with obvious rage.

“Doc’alfar!” one of them said sharply. He strode over and hit Duke Tetrafel with a backhanded slap across the face that nearly left the man unconscious. He could hardly believe that a creature so lithe and small had hit him so damned hard!

By the time Tetrafel had recovered his senses, the two robed Doc’alfar had selected their next victim, a woman seated several places to the Duke’s right. They motioned to her and turned away; and their unthinking, unquestioning servants moved to her, pulling her free of her bindings and hoisting her up. She cried pitifully, and her legs would not support her, but that hardly mattered to the zombies. They kept moving, holding her fast; and if she did not work her legs to keep up, they dragged her along.

“What are you doing with her?” Duke Tetrafel demanded, and when the two robed Doc’alfar didn’t even glance back, he turned to the soldier next to him. “What are they to do with her?”

“To the bog with her,” the man replied grimly. “Watch yer own fate, me Duke.”

Duke Tetrafel stared back into the fog, to the receding figures, seeming like ghosts now.

He saw the Doc’alfar pause and pour various liquids over the squirming woman, and then watched the zombies drag the woman to the side, and then up a small platform that he had not noticed before, for in the fog it had seemed like just another of the many twisted trees.

The zombies took her, screaming and sobbing, out to the end of the platform and held her there; and all of her wriggling and screaming and kicking did her no good at all.

The two Doc’alfar began chanting, one after another, their melodic voices filling the wind with sound, complementing each other perfectly. Gradually, their song blended together, until they were chanting in one voice. Others, unseen among the trees and in the fog, joined in, Tetrafel realized after a while; and the whole forest seemed to be singing.

What garish ritual is this? the Duke wondered. Was it religious?

And then, abruptly, all sound, even the woman’s sobs, stopped, as if compelled by one of the Doc’alfar, the lithe creature thrusting his arms up into the night air, his voluminous sleeves falling back to show his white, slender arms. All the world seemed to pause, as if the creature had stopped time itself.

And then the zombies pushed the woman forward, and she screamed as she fell, breaking the spell.

Tetrafel could barely make her out through the shifting fog, buried to her waist in the bog, scrambling and crying; her movements only made her sink down even farther.

“Oh, help me!” she cried, sinking slowly, slowly. “Help me. I don’t want to die! I don’t want to be one o’ them zombies!”

It went on and on, for several agonizing minutes, the woman unable to get out and being dragged down, slowly, slowly. The Doc’alfar began their song again, a prayer of sacrifice, apparently, drowning the woman’s shrill, horrified cries. Soon that song was the only noise carried on the wind.

When it was over, the Doc’alfar methodically headed back again, their zombies in tow, and despite the shouting protests, they selected another, a soldier this time; and all the man’s vicious fighting proved to be of no avail as the zombies dragged him away.

Duke Tetrafel could hardly breathe! What horror had he stumbled upon, out here beyond civilization? He knew then, as they all did, that the woman’s assessment of her fate was correct, that through some magical ceremony, he and all his party would be given to the bog, then returned to the Doc’alfar as unthinking, undead servants!

He thought of all his work, of all the glory, of his aspirations for immortality. Now he would find that immortality, but in no way he had ever wanted!

“They’ll go off for a bit after the second,” the soldier next to him whispered harshly. “Two at a time, they do, and then they’re away for a bit.”

Tetrafel instinctively struggled with his bindings. “Too tight,” he replied to the man, trying hard to keep his voice steady, to not cry out in fear.

“But I’ve got me post loose,” the man replied.

The chosen soldier went into the bog then. At first they heard nothing, the man apparently facing his death bravely, but then, as the thick, wet bog rose to his neck, he began to scream out in protest, and then to cry. And then … silence.

As the soldier beside the Duke had predicted, the Doc’alfar and their zombies disappeared soon after, melting into the fog.

The man gave a grunt and a great tug, and he fell over onto his side, his head right behind the seated Duke. Tetrafel strained his neck to glance back, wondering what good that movement might have done.

The soldier opened his mouth and stuck out his tongue—a tongue pierced by a stud set with a small gray stone.

“Magical,” the man explained, “a gift from a friend, put in to put a spark in the ladies, if ye get me meaning.”

“What are you babbling about?” Duke Tetrafel replied rather loudly, and he glanced back as if he expected a host of zombies to rise up and throttle him.

“Ye might feel a bit of a charge, a spark,” the soldier explained. Before the Duke could even ask what the soldier was talking about, he did indeed feel a sharp sting on his wrist. He didn’t protest, though, for he felt, too, that the rope holding him had loosened, the binding burned by the electric charge.

Tetrafel pulled his hands free and fell over the soldier, working furiously at the man’s bindings. Then he was free, too, and the Duke moved to the next in line, a servant woman, who was crying wildly. He had just finished with her bindings and moved to the woman beside her when he realized that the song had begun again, and he turned back to see ghostly forms appearing in the fog.

With a cry of terror, Duke Tetrafel abandoned the woman and ran off into the night.

He heard the screams of those still tied, or of those who had just begun to flee and were not quick enough, as they got hauled down and dragged back.

A part of Tetrafel demanded that he go back, that he die with these men and women who had served so well beside him for these three years. A noble part of him screamed at him to face his fate bravely.

But he pictured the zombies, the horrid peat-covered undead, and he ran on. He wanted to go back, but he could not. His legs kept moving. He fell hard and scraped his face, but he scrambled right back up and ran on, into the fog.

Others were running in the fog-enshrouded forest, he knew; and pursuit was all about—the heavy dragging steps of the zombies and, even more dangerous, the nimble Doc’alfar, some running in the boughs above.

Duke Tetrafel ran until his legs ached and his breath would not come, and then, driven by the sheerest horror, he ran on and on and on. For all of his life, he ran. For his eternal soul, he ran.

The sun rose before his eyes, and still he ran, and he thought for a moment that it had all been only a terrible dream.

But he knew better, knew the truth. And Duke Timian Tetrafel of the Wilderlands, a nobleman of the court of King Danube Brock Ursal, a man who had planned to engrave his name in the histories of his people and upon some of the greatest natural monuments in all the world, crumpled into the grass and wept.

Tetrafel met two other soldiers of his band that day, men as frightened as he. There was no talk of returning to try to save any of the others; there was little talk at all.

They just ran on and on, to the east, to lands where the dead did not rise out of peat bogs.

More than three weeks later, the three came back into the somewhat civilized lands of Wester-Honce, and a week after that, riding in the back of a farmer’s sleigh, Duke Tetrafel arrived home in Ursal. The very next day, Duke Kalas returned to the city, vowing never to go back to wretched Palmaris.

A week later, King Danube’s son was born to Constance Pemblebury.


Chapter 24
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The Brothers Repentant

“YOU HATE EVERYTHING, AND EVERYONE,” SOVEREIGN SISTER TREISA INSISTED, coming forward and poking her accusing finger De’Unnero’s way. Outside the abbey, spring had passed its midpoint, and the number of pitiful, plague-ridden, desperate folk had swelled once more, adding to the sovereign sister’s foul mood. She was the one remaining sovereign sister at the abbey, and thus had become the spokeswoman for all fifteen of the sisters still alive at St. Gwendolyn.

The man, the self-appointed abbot of the devastated abbey, glanced around, his smile wry, reminding Treisa that she was not among friends here in his office. Several brothers of St. Gwendolyn, converts to De’Unnero’s definition of the Abellican faith, desperate men seeking answers, lined the room.

Treisa backed off a step and followed the abbot’s gaze about the room, staring incredulously at the faces of men she had once considered her brothers. What a different abbey she had found when she had hastily returned after hearing of the demise of her friend and mentor Abbess Delenia and several others! What a different place was St. Gwendolyn, with Marcalo De’Unnero as abbot! That had been De’Unnero’s first tactic, she understood, separating the remaining brothers from the remaining sisters of St. Gwendolyn. He had installed a patriarchal, male-dominated order here in the one abbey that had been established to see to the religious ambitions of those few women who managed to earn, through bribery of rich fathers or through sheer, undeniable goodness, a place in the Church.

“You claim that the followers of Avelyn brought the plague to us,” she said, quietly but not meekly.

“Plausible,” the abbot replied calmly.

“Unproven,” Sovereign Sister Treisa retorted.

“Plausible,” De’Unnero repeated. “And if we are to believe that the plague is a punishment from God, as we know it must be, then the proof lies before you.”

Treisa stared at him curiously, not catching the link.

“With the murder of Father Abbot Markwart, the Abellican Church has shifted its purpose and its direction,” De’Unnero explained; and it was clear to Treisa that he was preaching to his followers more than explaining to her. “Rumors from the College of Abbots hint that the process to canonize Avelyn Desbris will begin this very year. Canonization? The man murdered Master Siherton of St.-Mere-Abelle—I was there and remember well! The man stole a huge treasure of sacred gemstones and ran across the world as an impostor brother, ignoring law and commands to cease and return. Canonization? Saint Avelyn?”

“Is not the process one of investigation?” Treisa asked, but De’Unnero scoffed at her before she finished.

“It is political,” he argued, “a way to placate the masses who have become very afraid—a way to fabricate a hero, that those who seek personal gain might raise that hero’s name in their own honor.” He paused and eyed Treisa suspiciously. “Such was the canonization of St. Gwendolyn.”

The woman gagged and nearly choked on that proclamation! Many in the Church throughout the last centuries had secretly questioned the ascension of Gwendolyn to sainthood, some claiming that impurities had been overlooked, others arguing that the woman, a healer and then a warrior of the third century, should have been dismissed simply because she had not recognized her place as a member of the fair sex. But rarely, if ever, had anyone within the Church so publicly denounced Gwendolyn or any other saint!

Treisa looked around for support against the blasphemer, but she found her brothers of St. Gwendolyn, men she had served beside piously for years, standing firm with the monster from St.-Mere-Abelle.

“How can you claim to be of the faith and yet doubt?” De’Unnero asked dramatically, storming about the room and waving his arms. “Witness the trials that have befallen the world, the suffering, the death! We are the guardians of the word of God, the guides to holiness. If the world is fallen to ruin, then we of the Abellican Church cannot diminish our part in it. No, we must accept the blame, and use it as guidance to right our straying road.”

“Is that not what the new abbot of St. Precious claims to do?” Treisa dared to remark.

De’Unnero laughed. “Do you not understand, sovereign sister?” he asked. “It was the error of Avelyn that began all this. The theft and the murder.”

Several of the St. Gwendolyn brothers shook their fists and cheered their agreement. This place was becoming dangerous, Treisa realized, and from more than the plague!

De’Unnero went on and on, railing against Avelyn and Jojonah, against Braumin Herde and the traitor Francis, and against anything or anyone not in agreement with his philosophy. He ended, standing right before the incredulous Treisa, his eyes wild; and she shrank back, fearing that he would strike her.

“Go to your room, sister,” he said quietly, “or go wherever your heart leads you. I am the abbot of St. Gwendolyn now. I will give you a short while to adjust to that reality. But I warn you, here and now and in front of all these witnesses, if you cross me, I will demote you. I will push you back within the Order, until you find yourself performing tasks with the first-year sisters. Discipline alone will get us through these dark times, and I’ll not have that compromised by Sovereign Sister Treisa.”

He turned and waved at her to leave.

And she did, after letting her gaze linger about the room to the gathered brothers—to the followers, it seemed, of Marcalo De’Unnero.

As De’Unnero expected, Treisa gave him no trouble over the next couple of weeks. The abbot went about his days in the humid air solidifying his grasp on those eager young brothers seeking answers to a world gone crazy. He continued his tirades against his enemies, including Fio Bou-raiy in the customary mix, and each of his increasingly excited speeches was met with increasingly excited applause.

But De’Unnero knew that it could not go on forever, knew that his position of abbot had not been, and would not likely be, sanctioned. Thus, he wasn’t surprised at all one muggy morning when one of the brothers hustled into his office to announce that Masters Glendenhook and Machuso of St.-Mere-Abelle had arrived, along with a contingent of twenty brothers, several immaculates among them.

“Shall I bring them?” the brother asked.

De’Unnero started to nod, but then changed his mind. “Not here,” he explained. “I will meet them in the courtyard.

“And brother,” he added as the younger monk turned to go, “let the word go throughout the abbey, that all may bear witness to this.”

“Yes, my abbot,” the young monk said, and he ran out of the room.

De’Unnero lingered there for a long while. He wanted to make sure that he gave his followers ample time to get out there to watch this event, as Glendenhook and the others from St.-Mere-Abelle no doubt tried to exert their will over that of the brethren of St. Gwendolyn. Yes, this would be a critical moment for him, De’Unnero knew: the moment when he learned the truth of the courage and loyalty of his followers.

He came out into the courtyard, not in the decorated robes of an abbot, but in his normal, weathered brown robes, hood thrown back. There stood Glendenhook and Machuso, flanked by the other brothers of their abbey, all scowling and trying to appear intimidating.

Marcalo De’Unnero was rarely intimidated. With a nod to his many watching followers, he strode across the courtyard to stand before the two visiting masters.

“If you had better announced your intentions, I could have better prepared the abbey,” De’Unnero remarked casually, almost flippantly.

“Perhaps we would be better served in your private offices,” Master Machuso said softly.

“Why so, Master Machuso?” De’Unnero loudly replied.

“We have come on official business of the Abellican Church,” Master Glendenhook said firmly, “sent by Father Abbot Agronguerre himself.”

“Ah, yes,” De’Unnero replied, walking about, glancing up at his friends and followers lining the courtyard wall. “And how fares the new Father Abbot? I trust that my in absentia vote was counted.”

“Recorded and noted,” Master Machuso assured him.

“And still Abbot Agronguerre counted more votes than did Abbot Olin?” De’Unnero asked, again loudly; and his words made Glendenhook glance about suspiciously, for he understood that De’Unnero’s announcing that he had voted for Olin would bolster his popularity among the brethren of St. Gwendolyn, who had many ties to Olin’s Entel abbey.

“Indeed,” Master Glendenhook added dryly. “Agronguerre of St. Belfour was well supported by many different factions within the Church. Thus, he is the rightful father abbot, whose word initiates canon law. Now, good Master De’Unnero, may we retire to a more private setting and conclude our business efficiently?”

“I doubt that your business and my own are the same,” De’Unnero replied.

“My business concerns you,” Glendenhook insisted.

“Then speak it plainly!” De’Unnero demanded angrily.

Glendenhook stared at him long and hard.

“You have come to inform me that I am recalled to St.-Mere-Abelle,” De’Unnero stated, and several of the gathered St. Gwendolyn brothers gasped.

Glendenhook continued to glower.

“And what of my appointment as abbot?” De’Unnero went on. “Sanctioned, or not? Not, I would guess, else how might I be recalled?”

“You were never appointed as abbot of St. Gwendolyn!” Master Glendenhook shouted.

“What say you, brethren?” De’Unnero was calling out before the visiting master even finished the declaration.

“Abbot De’Unnero!” one young brother cried; and then others joined in, howling their approval for this man they had accepted as their leader.

Master Machuso came forward and took De’Unnero by the elbow—or at least tried to, for the fiery master yanked away from him.

“Do not do this,” Machuso warned. “We are sent with the strictest of orders and backed by all of the power of St.-Mere-Abelle.”

De’Unnero laughed at him.

“Master De’Unnero is not your abbot!” Master Glendenhook called loudly, addressing all the gathering. “He is needed in St.-Mere-Abelle, in the court of the new, of your new, Father Abbot.”

“While we twist,” cried one young brother.

“A new abbot will be appointed presently,” Glendenhook assured the man, amid the murmuring of discontent. “You have not been forgotten, nor is your plight of minor concern.”

“Of no concern at all, then?” De’Unnero was quick to quip.

Glendenhook just looked at him and sighed profoundly.

The crowd about them began jostling then, some brothers coming down from the parapets, others hanging back but shaking their fists. Glendenhook looked back, to see his escorts from St.-Mere-Abelle shifting nervously and glancing all about—until they saw him. He gave a nod and produced a gemstone; and all of his brethren—except for Machuso, who started praying—did likewise.

“You are a bigger fool than even I believed, if you allow this to continue,” Glendenhook said quietly to De’Unnero. “Did you think that Father Abbot Agronguerre would not anticipate this from you?”

“Fio Bou-raiy, you mean,” De’Unnero said coldly; and he was not laughing, not smiling at all. He held up his hand, and those brothers who had begun to approach stopped in their tracks. The tense pose held for a long while, Glendenhook and De’Unnero staring, staring, neither blinking.

“Do not do this, I beg,” came Machuso’s soothing old voice.

De’Unnero broke into a chuckle, a sinister, superior, and threatening sound. “You have come for St. Gwendolyn,” he said, “and so she is yours. You have come for Marcalo De’Unnero, but he, I fear, is not yours. No, Master Glendenhook. I see the road before me, the path where I might preach the true word of God, rather than the petty and self-serving proclamations issuing forth from St.-Mere-Abelle. My path,” he said loudly, moving out and reaching with his voice for his many followers, “our path,” he corrected, “is not within the shelter of a secluded abbey, oblivious even of the cries of those dying of the rosy plague right outside our doorway. No, our path is the open road, that our words might reach the ears of the needy peasants, that they might find again the course of righteousness!”

Cheers went up from every corner of the courtyard, and Glendenhook and the others from St.-Mere-Abelle could only watch and groan. Glendenhook tried to appeal to the brothers of St. Gwendolyn, but De’Unnero’s words drowned out his, in both volume and impact.

Finally, an outraged Glendenhook looked back directly at De’Unnero, his eyes full of hatred.

“You came here seeking the abbey, and so St. Gwendolyn is yours,” De’Unnero said innocently.

“Do not do this,” said Glendenhook, and his tone was nothing like the begging, pleading words of Master Machuso, but one dripping with threat. “You go against Church doctrine here, walking a dangerous road.”

“And who will rise up against me?” De’Unnero asked. “Against us? Your friend Fio Bou-raiy, the lackey of gentle Agronguerre? The King? No, brother, we recognize the truth of it all now. We understand that the Church has stepped from that truth, and we will not be deterred from the righteous road.”

“Master De’Unnero!” Machuso cried, horrified.

“Join with us!” De’Unnero offered suddenly and apparently sincerely, “before all the world is fallen into darkness. Help us put the Church aright, and thus end the misery of the plague.”

Glendenhook stared at him incredulously.

“Now is the time for action and not words,” De’Unnero insisted.

“You believe the plague to be a punishment from God?” Glendenhook whispered harshly.

“On a deserving populace,” De’Unnero growled back at him, “on those who have forsaken the truth.”

“Absurd.”

“Obvious,” De’Unnero countered. “I see it, and they see it.” He swept his arm about to encompass the gathered brothers of St. Gwendolyn. “We know the truth and we know the source—and no edicts from Father Abbot Agronguerre will sway us from that path.”

“You cannot—” Master Machuso started to say, but Glendenhook knifed an arm across the older man’s chest, bidding him to be quiet.

“You risk the wrath of Father Abbot Agronguerre and all the masters of St.-Mere-Abelle,” Glendenhook warned.

“And you, Brother Glendenhook, risk the wrath of Marcalo De’Unnero,” De’Unnero said evenly, moving right up to the man, his posture and the set of his eyes and jaw a poignant reminder to Glendenhook of the reputation of this monk, Brother Marcalo De’Unnero, widely accepted as the greatest fighter ever to walk out of St.-Mere-Abelle, ever to train in the Abellican Order. “Which of us, then, do you believe in the worse situation?”

The question obviously unnerved Glendenhook profoundly. The man held a gemstone in his hand—a graphite likely, or perhaps even a lodestone. But he’d never try to bring up the magic, De’Unnero knew with confidence, because Glendenhook realized that De’Unnero could kill him with a single, well-placed blow. No, Glendenhook would never find the courage to take such a risk.

“Take your abbey and be glad that I deemed our path to be out there,” De’Unnero said quietly, staring unblinkingly with each word. “We are beyond you now, all of us. We will follow the true course of the Abellican Order, that perhaps our actions will inspire others—even Master Glendenhook, perhaps—to walk beside us.”

“You have gone mad,” Glendenhook remarked.

“As much has been said of many prophets,” De’Unnero was quick to respond. He held up his hand, then, and all about him hushed. “To the road!” De’Unnero demanded with a powerful signaling movement, and the brothers of St. Gwendolyn gave a cheer and led the way to the front gate.

“If you try to stop us, you may prove victorious,” De’Unnero said calmly—too calmly! “But I warn you that I will come for your throat first and foremost.” He finished and lifted one arm, revealing that it was no longer a human arm but the paw of a great tiger.

Master Glendenhook watched De’Unnero and nearly every one of the remaining twenty-seven brothers of St. Gwendolyn walk out of the abbey gate soon after, all the brothers bending to scoop up flowers as protection against the plague.

And then they walked away, from St. Gwendolyn and from the Abellican Church.

And so on that day, the fifth day of summer in God’s Year 828, the Brothers Repentant were conceived, led by Marcalo De’Unnero, the former abbot of St. Precious, the former Bishop of Palmaris, the former abbot of St. Gwendolyn, and the greatest warrior ever produced by the Abellican Church.


Chapter 25
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Summer Heat

“WHAT NEWS FROM PALMARIS?” DUKE KALAS ASKED, SITTING ASTRIDE HIS SHORT and muscular pinto To-gai-ru pony.

King Danube, riding a taller snow-white gelding, turned to regard the man, but it was Constance Pemblebury, trotting her chestnut up between them, who was first to answer.

“Is it midweek already, then?” she asked sarcastically, for they all knew well that the week had just begun. “Is not that question normally reserved for midweek and the end of the week?”

Duke Kalas glared at the woman, but Constance only laughed and kicked up an even swifter pace, outdistancing her fellow riders across the manicured, hedge-lined field behind Castle Ursal.

“I have heard not a word from our friends in the northern city,” King Danube replied to the original question, “nor do I care.”

“Nor should you, my King,” said Kalas. “The folk of Palmaris are a difficult lot, and made all the harder by their recent experiences in war and in civil strife. If you commanded me back to the place, I would renounce my title of duke of Wester-Honce!”

That made King Danube raise an eyebrow, but he merely nodded; for Kalas had made it quite clear to him from the very first day he had returned to Ursal the previous winter that he had no intention of going anywhere near the wretched city of Palmaris again.

“Still,” Danube remarked, “I do wonder about my legacy.”

“Your legacy?” Kalas asked incredulously, purposely dramatizing his surprise. “You defeated the demon dactyl and the demon Markwart, who overran the Abellican Church. You—”

“Let us not exaggerate the role that I played in either event, my friend,” Danube said. “Indeed, I understand that I will be thought of fondly in decades hence, but there are other matters that I see before me now. Perhaps the strife in Palmaris, and much of the discontent that often rumbles about Ursal’s avenues, is the result of too many people too close together. We both know, after all, how disagreeable some are by their very nature.”

He ended with a chuckle, and so Kalas joined in.

“Perhaps it is time for us to consider the expansion of Honce-the-Bear’s borders; and in that regard, Palmaris might prove a very important location,” King Danube reasoned.

“The Timberlands?” Duke Kalas asked doubtfully.

“Impossible, by treaty, and I do not mean to leave a legacy as one who dishonored his word,” King Danube replied. “But there are many places in between Palmaris and the Timberlands. The Church has recognized this small town—Caer Tinella by name, I believe—and with the mood of the folk in the north, perhaps we should look in that direction, as well.”

“I pray you do not act rashly,” Kalas said, “or hastily. The north is much glamorized today because of yesterday’s events; but in the end, it remains a savage and untamed place, filled with savage and untamed folk.”

“I hear well your words,” said King Danube, “but I’ll not leave Palmaris without a proper and strong baron at this time.”

Kalas’ expression dropped and his shoulders sagged.

“Oh, not you, my friend,” King Danube said with a laugh. “Nay, even if you were so inclined, I value your advice too much to send you back across the kingdom and away from my side. But there is another Duke, recently returned to my court, whose province actually extends beyond Palmaris to the north and the west.”

“Tetrafel,” Kalas easily reasoned. “But is he recovered?”

“Nearly well enough, I would say,” replied Danube. “He has even begun talking of rewriting his lost journal, though I doubt that any of the maps he draws from memory will prove of much use to future expeditions. But if our Duke is determined to immerse himself in his work, then what better place for him than Palmaris? I will allow him to spend the season in Ursal, recovering, and then I will afford him a strong contingent of supporters for his journey, and in truth, I doubt that Abbot Braumin will prove too difficult to manage.”

Duke Kalas nodded and even managed a smile, but given his own experience in Palmaris, he doubted those last words strongly.

The hamlet of Juniper in the rolling green hills of southern Honce-the-Bear, the county known as Yorkey, was a quiet and unassuming community. Not an old cluster of houses, Juniper traced no deep roots into the past but was, rather, a fairly new community, a place where any settler might step right into the highest social circles, and where new folk were not generally treated with suspicion and derision.

Thus, many of the less acceptable wanderers of southern Honce-the-Bear found their way to Juniper, to a place even they, the unwanted, the different, might call home.

That made Juniper a growing community, and, when the brothers of St. Gwendolyn mentioned the place to De’Unnero, a prime target for the Brothers Repentant.

They came one wickedly hot late-summer afternoon, in a line single file, heads down, dressed in their thick woolen Abellican robes with the hoods pulled low, chanting, chanting for forgiveness of their sins and for the sins of all the men in all the world.

De’Unnero led the procession to the small town’s central square, the brothers forming a semicircle behind him as he threw back his hood and began his cry to the people. “I am Brother Truth!” he declared. “Hear my words if you value your life and your eternal soul!” Like any other town in Honce-the-Bear in God’s Year 828, entertainment was not often found, and a charismatic speaker was a rarity indeed. Soon, the entire village of Juniper had turned out to watch the spectacle.

And what a show De’Unnero and his fanatical followers gave them! The self-proclaimed Brother Truth spoke of the sins of some unnamed man in some unnamed community, and one of the brothers ran forward, stripping off his robes so that he was clothed only in a white loincloth, and prostrating himself on the ground before De’Unnero.

Another brother rushed up with a short, three-stranded whip, and on De’Unnero’s orders, proceeded to give the prone brother twenty vicious lashes, drawing deep lines of blood on the man’s back.

On and on it went, with De’Unnero’s followers, the Brothers Repentant, accepting the sins of the world into their own flesh and blood, and then beating those sins away.

When at last, after more than three brutal hours, De’Unnero’s cries diminished, when every Repentant Brother had shed his blood and tears, the show was over. But to the crowd, that was unacceptable; and now, on De’Unnero’s cue, it was their turn to proclaim their sins, and more important, to proclaim those sins of their neighbors, openly.

And the Brothers Repentant went at the offending peasants with even more vigor than they had lashed each other.

When two men were accused of an “unnatural friendship,” they were beaten into unconsciousness and then publicly castrated. When a young boy was accused of stealing a neighbor’s chickens, De’Unnero forced the boy’s own mother to cut off his hand. And she did it! Because the folk of Juniper knew of the rosy plague and did not doubt this holy Abellican brother who had come to them to tell them why the plague had arisen, and more important, how it could be put down.

The last order of business in Juniper came long after sunset. The Brothers Repentant were still in the public square, completing their ritual with an orgy of self-flagellation, when De’Unnero spotted a dark-skinned Behrenese among the onlookers. The heathen was dragged forward to face the fierce master.

“Who is your God?” De’Unnero demanded.

The man didn’t answer.

“Chezru?” the master asked, naming the deity of the Behren yatols. “Do you fall to your knees to worship Chezru?”

The man didn’t answer, but he was trembling visibly now, as De’Unnero walked around him, slowly, scrutinizing his every aspect.

“Deny him,” De’Unnero instructed the man when he came around to face him squarely once again. “Publicly denounce Chezru, here and now, as a false idol.”

The man didn’t answer.

“If you’ll not do it, then you have already answered my first question,” De’Unnero said slyly. “Denounce Chezru, I say! Name him as the betrayer of souls.”

One of the other Brothers Repentant rushed up, as if to tackle the man, but De’Unnero held him back.

“We see the plague growing in our lands,” the master explained to the frightened dark-skinned man. “We know its source: the errant course of worship. Denounce Chezru now, I warn you, else you reveal yourself as a heretic and, thus, a sire of the plague.”

That last statement seemed to bolster the poor Behrenese man. He took a deep breath and looked evenly at De’Unnero. “You beseech me to abandon my soul to save my flesh,” he said in his thick Behrenese accent. “That I cannot do.”

“Hang him!” came one cry, but De’Unnero stifled it, and all subsequent ones.

“Where are his people?” the master asked loudly. Then he had his answer; and he was pleased to learn that an entire enclave of Behrenese were living on an old farm just outside Juniper.

“Bring him,” he instructed his Brothers Repentant, and the Behrenese man was dragged away. On went the procession, through the night, torches in hand. They encircled the large farmhouse and saw the frightened faces—old folks and children included—peering out at them through the windows.

De’Unnero ordered the Behrenese out of the house, but they refused.

“Who is your God?” he called to them. “Do you serve the Abellican Church or the Chezru chieftain of your homeland?”

No reply.

De’Unnero signaled to two brothers flanking him, each brandishing blazing torches, to approach the house.

“You will answer me or we will burn your house down around you!” De’Unnero roared. “Which Church do you serve?”

The door slid open and an old, weathered, dark-skinned man walked out, moving slowly but steadily toward the volatile monk.

He looked to the Brothers Repentant holding the other Behrenese. “Let him go,” he demanded.

They ignored him, and he followed their gazes to the ringmaster.

“Begone from here,” the old man said to De’Unnero. “Our home is this, fairly taken and rebuilt. No explanations do we owe you.”

“You are yatol,” De’Unnero accused, for that was the religion of the southern country, and he knew from the dark-skinned man’s accent and inflection that he had not been long in Honce-the-Bear.

The old man squared his shoulders.

“Name the Abellican Church as your Church,” De’Unnero demanded. “Accept St. Abelle as your savior and our God as your God!”

“Our faith we will not renounce,” the man said proudly, lifting his gaze so that he could address the crowd. But then he was down on the ground, suddenly dropped by a heavy punch delivered expertly by Marcalo De’Unnero. And then he and the other man were sent running, chased by Brothers Repentant brandishing whips. Those angry monks chased the two Behrenese right up to the house, cracking their whips, forcing the dark-skinned men to seek refuge inside.

“Burn them in their house,” De’Unnero instructed, and the rest of the Brothers Repentant surged forward with their torches, setting the house ablaze on all sides, taking care to quickly engulf any potential exits.

The screams soon followed, pleading and begging, but the Brothers Repentant did not heed those cries and shed no tears for the heathen Behrenese, for they, like the followers of Avelyn, were to blame for delivering the rosy plague upon the land. They, with their sacrilegious rituals—which De’Unnero insisted included the sacrifice of kidnapped fair-skinned babies—were not innocent. Nay, by the cries of De’Unnero, whipping all the gathering, even the secular peasants, into a fury and a frenzy: the Behrenese were akin to minions of the demon dactyl.

De’Unnero called up all the rumors of Behrenese horrors, relentlessly condemning the dark-skinned southerners. His moment of highest triumph came shortly thereafter—the house burning wildly, smoke billowing into the nighttime sky—when one Behrenese woman somehow managed to elude the fire and run out, only to be hunted down by the folk of Juniper, the crowd stirred by De’Unnero’s tirade. They caught her and dragged her down, beat her and kicked her, and carried her back to the inferno. Howling with rage and glee, ignoring her pitiful screams, they threw her back into the fire to be consumed.

The Brothers Repentant left Juniper a torn and battered place the next day, moving out across the rolling fields of southern Honce-the-Bear. Behind them, they left fifteen dead and scores maimed and scarred. And yet, to some at least, they left as heroes, as the holy brothers who would defeat the rosy plague. Indeed, the number of Brothers Repentant grew by four that day, young, strong men of Juniper wanting to join in the war against sin, against the plague. Men willing to accept the responsibilities of mankind’s sins onto their own shoulders.

Men willing to suffer.

And to kill.

“She is with child again,” Abbot Je’howith announced to King Danube and Duke Kalas on the day after the autumn equinox, after his examination of Constance Pemblebury. “Another son.”

King Danube smiled; Kalas laughed out loud. “Thus the heir and the spare,” the Duke said.

Danube looked at him directly. His first instinct was to lash out at his rather callous and blunt friend, but he held the words in check. Duke Kalas had a right to be questioning the status of the children, Danube realized, given that he had not yet publicly announced the Denial of Privilege for Merwick, his first son with Constance, now nearly seven months old.

“We will see if that is to be,” the King replied, and calmly.

Kalas paused, and pondered the reply carefully. “You have invoked Refusal of Acceptance before,” he reasoned, “but not with one as close as Constance. Do you plan to marry her?”

Now it was Abbot Je’howith’s turn to laugh, a cackling sound that turned both sets of eyes upon him. “Indeed, my sovereign,” he said, “do you plan to marry Lady Pemblebury? As your adviser in matters spiritual, I have to inform you that these conceptions, unless immaculate, do not set such a fine example for the rabble.”

All three had a good laugh at that, and Danube was glad for the dodge. He knew that he had to make some serious decisions, and soon, but truly he was torn. He did care for Constance, and dearly, and did not want to bring her pain in any way. But still, that image of another beautiful and spirited woman stayed bright in his mind.

They let it go at that for the time being, and Je’howith skulked back to his abbey, while Kalas escorted Danube on their daily ride across the fields, enjoying the luxuries his by birthright, the pleasures that accompanied exalted station.

Those pleasures would prove short-lived.

The news of the summer riot in the hamlet of Juniper and of similar outbursts along the farmlands between Ursal and Entel didn’t reach Castle Ursal until the next week, ironically, the very same day that the first victim of the rosy plague was confirmed within the city.

The mood in Danube’s audience hall—where Danube, Duke Kalas, Constance, and the baby Merwick awaited the arrival of Duke Tetrafel and Abbot Je’howith—was somber, a far shift from the carefree revelry among the nobles throughout the previous season. Suddenly the world seemed a darker place, and whatever reprieve the nobles of Danube’s court had experienced after the fall of the dactyl and its minions and the shake-up within the Abellican Church, seemed fast diminishing. None of them had experienced the rosy plague before, of course, but they knew well the histories, the devastation the sickness had wrought upon their kingdom on several occasions in centuries past.

“It is the plague!” came the cry, and Duke Tetrafel entered the room, out of breath from his long run through Castle Ursal. “It is confirmed, my King. The rosy plague!”

King Danube motioned for the man to calm down and take one of the seats that had been placed about before the throne. With a glance to the side, to see young Merwick at play with some game pieces, Tetrafel seated himself right before Danube.

“I have just spoken with one of the brothers of St. Honce,” Tetrafel started to explain, but Danube raised his hand to cut the man short.

“We have already been informed,” the King explained. “I spoke with Abbot Je’howith earlier this morn.”

“The rosy plague!” Tetrafel said, shaking his head. “What are we to do?”

“What can we do?” Duke Kalas answered. “Lock our doors fast and tight.”

“And continue with the business of ruling,” King Danube added. “For you, Duke Tetrafel, that means completing your reconstruction of your lost diary. All that you and your team toiled for in the west must not be lost to the ages.”

Duke Tetrafel winced, obviously pained by the memory. “Even the Doc’alfar?” he asked quietly.

“Especially the Doc’alfar,” King Danube answered. “These are potential enemies, and I plan to know about them, all about them.”

Duke Tetrafel nodded.

“But you’ll not continue your work here,” the King went on. “I need you to serve as my eyes and ears and mouth in Palmaris.”

Tetrafel winced again. “But the plague, my King,” he protested.

“Chasewind Manor is secure,” Duke Kalas added, “and comfortable. You will find all that you need there, and as much security from the plague as can be found here—as can be found anywhere in all the world, I fear.”

“Duke Tetrafel,” King Danube started formally, seeing that the man remained unconvinced, “I have great plans for the north, for the wild lands north of Palmaris, many of which fall within your province. We will delay those plans, no doubt, while the rosy plague runs its devastating course, but when the sickness has passed—and always, it passes—I intend to turn my eyes northward, to Palmaris and beyond. To Caer Tinella and all the way to the Timberlands.

“It will be the greatest expansion of Honce-the-Bear since the conquest of Vanguard, and I will need you, the greatest explorer of our day, to lead the way. So go to Palmaris with all haste. Duke Kalas has prepared his journal from his months there. Rule wisely and always with an eye toward the glorious future that you and I will find.”

The appeal proved more than successful. Duke Tetrafel rolled forward off his chair, to one knee before Danube. “I will not fail in this, my King,” he said, bowing his head. Then he came up, saluted, and left the room in a hurry, nearly running over Abbot Je’howith in the process.

“One so old as that should not be so excitable,” Je’howith remarked, walking in, the others noticed, with a more pronounced limp this day.

Je’howith took Tetrafel’s vacated seat and leaned back, though he didn’t seem as if he could get comfortable at all. The old abbot’s sullen expression was as clear an answer to the intended first question as Danube needed.

“It is true then,” the King stated. “The rosy plague has descended upon Ursal.”

“And with more vigor to the east,” Je’howith replied.

“A minor outbreak?” Constance spoke hopefully, her gaze going to her child as she asked the question.

“Who can tell?” Je’howith answered. “There have been occasions when the plague has appeared, but quickly dissipated, and others …” He let it end there, with a shake of his head.

“And in either case, what good is your Church, Abbot Je’howith?” Duke Kalas put in, the enmity between the two wasting no time in rearing up, as it did at every council session. “Will your abbots close their abbey doors, that they do not hear the pleas of the dying? Will they block their tiny windows, that they do not see the suffering of the people they pretend to lead to God?”

Abbot Je’howith perked up at those remarks, sat up straight and tall and narrowed his eyes. “We will indeed bolt our doors against the populace,” he admitted. “And so shall you, Duke Kalas, and you, King Danube. We cannot battle the plague; and so we must, all of us, try to hide from it as we may.”

“And what of the peasants out in the streets?” Duke Kalas went on dramatically, though it was obvious that he had no logical side in this debate, for even Danube was nodding his agreement with Je’howith’s words.

“They will try to hide, as well,” Je’howith answered, “and many will be caught and will die, and horribly, because that is God’s will.”

Duke Kalas stood up so forcefully at that proclamation, at the notion that any god might be involved in the rosy plague, that his chair went flying behind him.

“Anything that you cannot explain or control you claim as God’s will,” he accused.

“Everything in all the world is God’s will,” Je’howith retorted.

“Like the coming of the demon dactyl?” Kalas asked slyly, sarcastically, given the accepted theory that the previous Father Abbot of the Abellican Church had fallen under the spell of the demon Bestesbulzibar.

Je’howith only shrugged and turned away from the Duke, facing the King instead. That action surprised Kalas—and Danube and Constance as well—for usually the old abbot seemed to enjoy the verbal sparring with Kalas as much as the Duke did.

“There are other issues we must discuss,” Danube said gravely, “concerning your Church. Have you heard anything of these so-named Brothers Repentant?”

“Only as much as yourself, my King,” Je’howith answered. “A rogue band, and not sanctioned by Father Abbot Agronguerre.”

“And their leader?” Danube asked. “This Brother Truth?”

Kalas snorted at the ridiculous title.

“I know nothing of him,” Je’howith replied.

“They travel from town to town,” Duke Kalas remarked angrily, moving beside Danube. “They decry the sins of man and beat each other senseless—no difficult feat, I would guess, for ones so fanatically committed to the Abellican Church.”

“Spare me your foolish comments,” Je’howith said dryly.

“Would that it ended there,” said King Danube. “They seem to be seeking enemies of the Church, or, at least, of their version of the Church. On two occasions, they have persecuted Behrenese.”

“I have heard as much.”

“And does this alarm you?” King Danube baited, for he knew that Je’howith, like most Abellicans, held little love for the heathen southerners.

“What would you have me say?” the old monk replied.

“Do you understand that Honce-the-Bear trades with Behren?” King Danube said. He, too, stood up, and motioned for Duke Kalas to move aside. “Have you so quickly forgotten the turmoil caused by Bishop De’Unnero, when he began a similar persecution of the Behrenese in Palmaris? Ambassador Rahib Daibe nearly suspended trade, and threatened war. Perhaps your Church considers the persecution of heathens no matter of import, my old friend, but I do not desire to thrust my kingdom into another war!”

His voice rose with his ire. All in the room—Constance and Kalas and Je’howith, and even his infant son—looked at him incredulously. Rarely had they seen King Danube Brock Ursal, as even-tempered as any man alive, so animated and flustered.

“My Church is not to blame for the rosy plague,” Abbot Je’howith said quietly.

“But if your Church complicates the trouble—” Duke Kalas started to warn, but Danube cut him off with a sharp wave.

“I warned you and the others in Palmaris to put your house in order,” Danube said.

“As we have!” Je’howith protested. Now he, too, rose from his seat, though shakily, to get on even footing with his adversaries. “Father Abbot Agronguerre is a fine man; and despite the words of Duke Kalas here, you cannot dispute that Abbot Braumin Herde has done a fine job in bringing order to the devastated city of Palmaris.”

“Devastated by your Church most of all,” said Kalas. But Danube hushed him again, this time with a sharp wave and then a threatening look.

The King blew a long sigh then, and sank back into his chair. How quickly the darkness had descended on him and on his kingdom! A few days before, he was celebrating a successful and peaceful summer and the news of another son, and now, suddenly, it was as if he and his kingdom had been thrust back into the midst of turmoil.

“The Brothers Repentant are not sanctioned?” he asked calmly.

Je’howith shook his head. “We know nothing of them, nor would we applaud their efforts.”

“Nor are they unprecedented,” Constance Pemblebury unexpectedly put in, and the other three looked to her. “In time of great desperation, such cults often reveal themselves. In the first onset of the plague, the Brothers of Flagellation—”

“Yes, yes,” Je’howith agreed. “In desperate times come desperate measures.”

Danube rubbed his eyes and sighed again. “See that they are not, and are never, sanctioned,” he warned Je’howith, “or risk war between Church and Crown.”

Je’howith nodded, and wasn’t particularly worried, for he knew Father Abbot Agronguerre well enough to understand that the man would never agree to such actions as were being attributed to this rogue band.

“Is there nothing that we can do against the plague?” Danube asked softly.

Je’howith shook his head. “We can hide,” he answered.

On that sour note, the meeting adjourned, with Je’howith retiring to his private quarters in St. Honce but only after issuing orders to all his brethren that they were no longer to go out among the peasants and that the great oaken doors of the abbey were to remain bolted and guarded. In addition, all but the essential civilian workers at St. Honce were dismissed that day, sent home and told not to return.

Within the week, the brothers of St. Honce had blessed and laid a tussie-mussie bed outside their walls and a second outside the closed gates of Castle Ursal. Reports of the plague continued to grow within the city, as Je’howith knew it would, as it always had in crowded areas during previous outbreaks.

By the end of the following week, crowds of sufferers appeared outside the walls of both abbey and castle. Wails rent the night air regularly: mothers, mostly, finding the telltale red spots on the limbs of their children.

Abbot Je’howith watched it all from the narrow window of his room, high in the main tower of St. Honce. How old he felt, and how weary! Weary of everything, of his fights with Duke Kalas—arguments where the frustrated King Danube now seemed to be leaning more in favor of Kalas. Weary of the philosophical war he had waged within his own Church. Weary of upstart young brothers—who was this Brother Truth?—who thought they understood the truth of the world but surely did not!

Abbot Je’howith had found purpose after the fall of Markwart in Palmaris in the form of simple survival and of protecting the memory of the former Father Abbot. How moot that seemed now, with the rosy plague spreading fast across the land, a horror that would bury even the terrible memories of the demon dactyl.

Je’howith looked around him at the ancient stone walls, aware of the very real possibility that he would never again see the world outside this sanctuary, this prison. On its previous visits to Honce-the-Bear, the rosy plague had stayed a decade or more. The members of the Abellican Church would turn inward for the duration, would begin the great debates about the universe anew, the purpose of Man and of life itself, the nature of God, the reality of death.

Je’howith, too old and too tired and too certain that he had no answers, wanted no part of it.

He heard the cart men then, as twilight descended, walking the streets of Ursal in their black robes and masks, calling for the folk to bring out their dead.

Je’howith knew that soon enough those carts would make extra trips and would be overloaded at every one.

“Bring out yer dead!”

The words cut profoundly into old Abbot Je’howith, a poignant reminder of impotence and futility.

“Bring out yer dead!”

He shuffled to his cot and, weary of it all, lay down.

It began as a numbness in his arm, a tingling that spread gradually throughout his shoulder and upper chest. His last meal, he presumed, disagreeing with his old bowels.

But the numbness changed to a burning sensation, general at first, but becoming more and more focused about his heart, and the old man understood.

He lay there, frantic but helpless, doubting that he could even find the strength to walk out of his room. He turned his head and stared at his night table. He had a hematite in there, he recalled through the waves of pain. Perhaps he could use it to contact another brother.…

A darker thought came to old Je’howith, a recent memory of his examination of Constance Pemblebury. He had used the soul stone to enter her body, her womb, had seen the unborn child and felt its warmth and its spirit. He could expel that spirit, he realized. He could use the soul stone to send his spirit into Constance’s womb, to take the body of the unborn babe.

To be reborn as the son of the King!

Je’howith clutched his chest as another sharp wave of pain washed over him.

As soon as it abated, his hand moved for the night table.

But then he recoiled, considering more clearly the course he had devised, recognizing the immorality and wrongness of it! How could he think to do such a horrible thing? He had spent his whole life in the service of God, and though he had made mistakes and though he had often failed, he had never done wrong purposefully! And certainly he had never entertained the idea of something as sinful as this!

With a growl against the pain, Abbot Je’howith did indeed reach over and pull forth the soul stone, bringing it close to his burning heart. He fell into the swirls of the gem, not to attack the spirit of Constance’s unborn child, not even to contact another brother.

No, his time here was over, the old abbot understood. His weariness of it all was, he believed, a call from God that it was time to come home.

The old abbot replayed most of his life in those last few minutes, most of all the final years, when Markwart had gone astray and Je’howith had, out of fear and darker intentions, willingly followed him. He wondered, given the many turns, if he would truly find redemption at the end of this final road.

He wondered, and not without trepidation, what redemption might be.

Abbot Je’howith closed his eyes for the last time.


Chapter 26
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Unfamiliar Faces with Familiar Expressions

“COMPLAIN, COMPLAIN,” ROGER CHIDED PONY. “YOU’LL SEE COLLEEN, AND YOU know that you want that! We start tomorrow.”

Pony, astride Greystone at the top of the north slope leading out of Dundalis, just waved him away; and off Roger went, skipping as much as trotting, thrilled that he had finally convinced Pony to go to Caer Tinella with him.

Pony couldn’t hide her smile as she watched her friend go. Roger had pestered her all through the summer, but she had steadfastly refused. He wanted her to go all the way to Palmaris with him, and finally, she had relented enough to agree to journey halfway, to Caer Tinella and their friend Colleen.

Looking past Roger, Pony noted the town that had served her so well as a sanctuary. She had been here about a year, and in that time had found some measure of peace. She spent her days working in Fellowship Way beside Belster O’Comely, who was usually too busy chatting with the townsfolk—mostly his very best friend, Tomas Gingerwart—to get any real work done. Pony, though, had been happy enough in just keeping to herself, going about her routines, taking solace in the ordinary work of ordinary days.

And now Roger wanted to upset everything, wanted to pull her back to the south, where, she feared, those memories waited for her. He had worn her down, and she had agreed; but now her smile faded as she wondered if she could hold to that agreement!

She gave a sigh and turned away, for she had another appointment to keep that day. She prodded Greystone slowly down the other side of the ridge, the northern descent, and into the wide pine vale thick with white caribou moss. This, too, was a place of memories, but good ones mostly, of her youth with Elbryan in the days before the goblins.

Pony rode through the vale and into the forest, trotting her horse easily and stopping occasionally for a break or simply to bask in the solitude. This was her refuge, the place where she could forget the troubles of the wider, civilized world. She didn’t fear any large animals, no cats nor bears, nor was she afraid that any remnants of the demon’s monstrous minions might still be about. No, Pony’s only fear was of a different sort, of memories wrought by the foolishness of men, the reminder of how little she had accomplished, of how futile her dear Elbryan’s death had been.

She stopped at the appointed spot, a secluded stream-fed pond not so far from the grove that held Elbryan’s grave. Bradwarden wasn’t there yet, so she hopped down from Greystone and kicked off her shoes, dropping her feet into the comfortably chilly water.

A long time passed, but Pony hardly cared that the centaur was late. She lay back in the leaf-covered grass, splashing her feet, remembering the good times and putting the bad far, far away.

“I’d throw ye in for the fun of it, if I didn’t think the chill’d kill ye,” came the centaur’s voice, some time later, rousing Pony from a restful sleep.

She looked up at the sky curiously. “Noon?” she asked with sarcasm, for that had been their appointed hour and the sun was now low in the western sky.

“Midday, I said,” the centaur corrected. “And since I’m to bed after the turn of midnight, and asleep until late in the morn, this is close enough, by me own guessin’!”

Pony threw a handful of leaves at him, but the autumn wind got them and sent them fluttering in all directions.

“Ye got to learn to look at the world proper, girl.” Bradwarden laughed.

“A world I’ll be seeing more of soon enough,” Pony replied.

“Aye, I saw yer friend Roger and he telled me as much,” said Bradwarden. “He finally got to ye, did he? Well, ye know how I’m feelin’ about it.”

“Indeed,” Pony muttered, for Bradwarden had been pestering her to go to the south with Roger almost as much as Roger had.

“Ye can’t be hidin’ forever, now can ye?”

“Hiding?” Pony snorted. “Can you not understand that I simply prefer this place?”

“Even if ye’re speakin’ true—and I’m thinkin’ that ye’re tellin’ yerself a bit of a lie—then ye should get out beyond the Timberlands once in a bit and see the wider world.”

“If Roger had his way, I would be spending the whole of my winter in Palmaris,” Pony remarked.

“Not so bad a thing!” Bradwarden bellowed.

Pony looked at him doubtfully. “Life here is peaceful and enjoyable,” she replied after a while. “I’ve no desire to leave, and do so only as a friend to Roger, who does not wish to travel the road to Caer Tinella alone. I cannot understand his restlessness—he has all that he wants right here.”

That brought a belly laugh from the centaur. “All that he’s wantin’?” he echoed incredulously. “And what’re ye thinkin’s here for the boy? The sun’s shinin’, girl. Don’t ye feel it in yer bones and in yer heart?”

Pony stared at him for a long moment, then remarked, “In my bones, perhaps.”

Bradwarden laughed yet again. “Aye, in yer bones alone, and there’s a part o’ Roger’s problem!”

Pony stared at him curiously.

“He’s a young man, full o’ spirit and full o’ wantin’,” the centaur pointed out the obvious. “There be only two single women in all the three Timberland towns, and one’s still a child and showing no hints of love.”

“And the other is me,” Pony reasoned. “You don’t believe that Roger …” she started to ask, her voice showing her alarm.

“I believe that he’d love ye with all his heart if ye wanted it,” Bradwarden remarked. “But, no, girl, ye rest easy, for Roger’s not thinkin’ on ye in that way. He’s too good the friend, for yerself and for yer Nightbird.”

Pony rested back in the thick carpet of leaves, considering the words. “Roger’s going to Palmaris to find a wife,” she stated more than asked.

“A lover, at least, I’d be guessin’,” the centaur replied. “And can ye blame him?”

That last question, and the rather sharp tone in which it was delivered, made Pony glance up at Bradwarden curiously.

“Have ye so forgotten what it’s feelin’ like to be in love?” the centaur asked quietly, compassionately.

“Spoken from you?” Pony asked with more than a little sarcasm, for, as far as she knew, Bradwarden had never been enamored of any other centaurs; as far as Pony knew, there weren’t any other centaurs in all the world!

“It’s a bit different with me own kind,” the centaur explained. “We’ve ways to …” He paused, obviously embarrassed, and cleared his throat, a great rumbling sound like boulders cascading down a rocky slope. “We go to find our lovin’ once a five-year, and no more. A different love each time, or mighten be the same. And when the mare’s with young, then she’s to rear and raise the little one alone.”

“So you never knew your father,” Pony reasoned.

“Knew of him, and that’s enough,” Bradwarden said; and if there was a trace of regret in his voice, Pony couldn’t detect it.

“But yer own kind,” the centaur went on, “now, there’s a different tale to be telled. I been watchin’ yer kind for too long to be thinkin’ that any of ye might find happiness alone.”

Pony eyed him squarely, for that remark had been a clear shot at her, she believed.

“Oh, ye’ll find yerself wantin’ again, perhaps, and might that ye won’t,” the centaur replied to that look. “But ye’ve known love, girl, as great a love as me own eyes’ve e’er seen. Ye’ve known it, and ye can feel it still, warmin’ yer heart.”

“I feel a great hole in my heart,” Pony stated.

“At times,” said the centaur with a wry smile. The mere fact that Bradwarden could get away with such a look while speaking of Elbryan confirmed to Pony that there was indeed a measure of truth in his words. “But the warm parts’re meltin’ that hole closed, by me own guess.

“Still, ye’ve known that love, as Belster once did, and so ye two have yer memories, and that’s a sight more than Roger’s got.”

Pony started to reply but held the words in check, considering carefully the centaur’s reasoning, and deciding that it was indeed sound. Roger was lonely, and was at an age and an emotional place where he needed more than friends. Bradwarden was right: up here in the Timberlands, the choices for a young man were not plentiful.

Pony lay back and put her hands behind her head, staring up at the late-afternoon autumn sky, clear blue and with puffy white clouds drifting by. She did remember well that feeling of being in love. She felt it still, that warmth and closeness, despite the fact that her lover lay cold in the ground. She wondered then, and perhaps for the first time since the tragedy at Chasewind Manor, if she would ever find love again. Even more than that, she wondered if she would ever want to find love again.

She stayed with Bradwarden until late in the night, listening to his piping song. On her way back to Dundalis, she stopped by the grove and the two cairns, and paused there for a long time, remembering.

The next morning—still tired, for she had not returned to her bed until very late indeed—Pony rode Greystone beside Roger, who was riding an older mare he and Bradwarden had taken from Symphony’s herd, down the road to the south. An easy week of riding later, the pair trotted into Caer Tinella.

They found Colleen at her house, the woman looking even more feeble and battered than she had when Pony and Belster had stopped in the town on their way to Dundalis. Still, Colleen found the strength to wrap Pony and Roger in a great hug.

“I been thinkin’ o’ goin’ to Dundalis,” she explained, pushing Pony back to arm’s length and staring admiringly at her, “soon as I’m feeling the better, I mean.”

“Well, we saved you the journey,” Pony offered, trying to look cheerful.

Colleen put on a sly look. “Ye paid him back good, didn’t ye? Seano Bellick, I mean.”

Roger looked curiously at Pony. “He came at us in the night,” she explained. “I tried to convince him to leave.”

“Oh, ye convinced him, I’d say,” Colleen said with a chuckle, and she turned to Roger and explained. “Cut off his axe hand, she did, and put an arrow into his friend’s eye! Seano come through here the next day, howlin’ in pain and howlin’ mad. The fool run right through, and all the way to Palmaris—though I heared he got killed on the road.”

“Not much of a loss to the world, then,” Pony remarked.

“Can’t know for sure,” Colleen explained, and she had to pause for a long while, coughing and coughing. “We’ve not been gettin’ much word from the south of late—farmers gettin’ in their crops and all.”

“Do you know if Brother Braumin remains as abbot of St. Precious?” Pony asked.

“Aye, and he’s all the stronger because Duke Kalas ran off last winter, back to Ursal,” Colleen replied. “Me cousin Shamus sent word to me. He’s back in the city, workin’ with the man who’s holding court as baron. They’re lovin’ Abbot Braumin in Palmaris.”

“It will be good to see him again,” Roger remarked.

“Ye’re passin’ through, then?” Colleen asked.

“Roger is, but I came to see you,” Pony replied.

“Good timin’ for ye,” Colleen said to Roger. “There’s a caravan goin’ out for Palmaris tomorrow.”

“I had hoped to visit longer than that,” said Roger.

“But they’re sayin’ a storm’s comin’ fast,” Colleen answered. “Ye might want to get on with that caravan if ye’re lookin’ for a safe road to Palmaris.”

Roger looked to Pony, and she shrugged. They had known from the beginning that this moment would soon be upon them, where they parted ways, and perhaps, by Roger’s own words, for a long, long time.

“Ye go and see Janine o’ the Lake,” Colleen instructed. “She’ll get ye fixed up with the drivers.”

They chatted a while longer, and Colleen set out some biscuits and some steaming stew. Then Roger hustled away, following Colleen’s directions to the house of Janine of the Lake.

“Why are you still ill?” Pony asked bluntly, as soon as Colleen closed the door behind Roger.

Colleen looked at her as if she had just been slapped. “Well, ain’t that a fine way to be saying hello,” she replied.

“An honest way,” Pony retorted. “When I left you here before, you were ill, but it seemed easily explained, with the recent fight against Seano Bellick and with all that you have endured these last years. But now … Colleen, it has been a year. Have you been sick all this time?”

Colleen’s frown withered under the genuine concern. “I had a fine summer,” she assured Pony. “I don’t know what’s come over me of late, but it’s nothing to fret about.”

“I would be a liar, and no friend, if I told you that you looked strong and healthy,” Pony said.

“And I’d be a liar if I telled ye I felt that way,” Colleen agreed. “But it’ll pass,” she insisted.

Pony nodded, trying to seem confident, but she rolled her hematite through her fingers as she did, thinking that she might find need of the soul stone before she left Caer Tinella.

Roger left with the caravan the next day, for it was the last scheduled caravan of the season and many of the farmers were predicting early snows. The young man tried again to convince Pony to go with him, to no avail, and then he fretted about her getting caught here in Caer Tinella by early winter weather.

But Pony told him that she wasn’t overconcerned, that she and Greystone could get home whenever they decided it was time to go. And then, remembering well Bradwarden’s words to her about why Roger had needed to leave, she bade the young man to be on his way and made him promise to give her fond greetings to all of her friends back in Palmaris.

Truly, Pony had no intention of leaving anytime soon. Her original plan was to accompany Roger here and spend a couple of days, and then return to Dundalis; but with Colleen looking so fragile—even worse, Pony believed, than the previous year—she simply could not walk away.

As predicted, winter did come early to the fields and forests north of Palmaris, but by that time, Roger and the caravan were safely within the walls of the port city on the Masur Delaval.

He went straight to St. Precious when he arrived in the city, though the hour was late; and it was good indeed to be back beside Abbot Braumin and Brothers Viscenti and Castinagis. They laughed and told exaggerated tales of old times. They caught each other up-to-date on the present, and spoke in quiet tones their hopes for the future.

“Pony should have come with me,” Roger decided. “It would do her heart good to witness the turn in the Abellican Church, to learn that Avelyn’s name will no longer be blasphemed.”

“We do not know that,” Master Viscenti warned.

“The brothers inquisitor will arrive soon to question us concerning the disposition of Avelyn and the miracle at Mount Aida,” Abbot Braumin explained. “Their investigation will determine the fate of Avelyn’s legacy within the Church.”

“Can there be any doubt?” Roger asked. “I was there at Aida beside you. As pure a miracle as the world has ever known!”

“Hold fast that thought,” Brother Castinagis piped in. “I am sure that the brothers inquisitor will find your voice in time.”

They talked easily all that first night until they drifted off, one by one, to sleep. And then they spent the better part of the next day together, reminiscing, planning, and again long into the night, until Abbot Braumin was called to a meeting with Brother Talumus and some others.

Roger went out alone into Palmaris’ night.

He made his way to a familiar area and found, to his delight, that a new tavern had been erected on the site of the old Fellowship Way, the inn of Graevis and Pettibwa Chilichunk, Pony’s deceased adoptive parents.

The place had been renamed The Giant’s Bones, and when he entered, Roger understood why, for lining the walls as macabre support beams were the whitened bones of several giants. Huge skulls adorned the walls, including the biggest of all set on a shelf right behind the bar. The lighting, too, reflected the name: a chandelier constructed of a giant’s rib cage.

Roger wandered through, studying the creative decorations and the unfamiliar faces wearing all too familiar expressions. The tavern, this place, The Giant’s Bones, was very different from Fellowship Way, he thought, and yet very much the same. Roger listened in on a few conversations as he made his way to the bar, words he had heard before, in a different time.

They seemed happy enough, these folk, though Roger heard a few of the typical, predictable complaints about taxes and tithes, and he heard low and ominous murmurs at one table about some plague.

But, in truth, the more he listened and the more he looked, the more Roger felt comfortable in the tavern, the more it felt like home.

“What’re ye drinking, friend?” came a gravelly voice behind him.

“Honey mead,” Roger replied, without turning.

He heard the clank of a bottle and glass, then came the same voice. “Well, what’re ye looking at, girl, and why ain’t ye working?”

Roger glanced back then, to see the grizzly-bearded innkeeper pouring his drink and to see, more pointedly, a familiar face indeed, staring back at him from behind the bar.

“Roger Lockless,” Dainsey Aucomb said happily. “But I wondered if I’d ever see ye in here again.”

“Dainsey!” Roger replied, reaching forward to share a little hug and kiss over the bar.

“Ye spill it, ye pay for it,” the gruff innkeeper said, and Roger leaned back.

“Oh, ye’re such a brute, ye are, Bigelow Brown!” Dainsey said with a laugh, and she swatted the man with her dishrag. “Ye’d be showin’ more manners, ye would, if ye knew who ye was shoutin’ at!”

That made Bigelow Brown look at Roger more carefully, but before he could begin to ask, Dainsey hustled about the bar and took the slender man by the arm, escorting him across the room. She shooed a couple of men from a table and gave it to Roger, then went back and retrieved his honey mead.

“I’ll come by whenever I can find the time,” Dainsey said. “I’m wantin’ to hear all about Pony and Belster and Dundalis.”

Roger smiled at her and nodded, and he was glad indeed that he had come back to Palmaris.

True to her word, Dainsey Aucomb visited Roger often, and often with refills of his honey mead, drinks that she insisted were gifts from Bigelow Brown, though Roger doubted that the tavern keeper even knew he was being so generous. They chatted and they laughed, catching each other up on the last year’s events; and before he realized the hour, Roger found that he was among the tavern’s last patrons.

“I’ll be done me work soon,” Dainsey explained, delivering one last glass of honey mead.

“A walk?” Roger asked, pointing to her and to himself.

“I’d like that, Roger Lockless,” Dainsey answered with a little smile, and she went back to the bar to finish her work.

It was a fine night for a late walk. A bit cold, perhaps, but the storm that had hit farther north had barely clipped Palmaris, and now the stars were out bright and crisp.

Dainsey led the way, walking slowly and talking easily. They went around the side of the tavern and down an alley, where, to Roger’s surprise, they found a ladder set into the tavern wall, leading up to the only flat section of roof on the whole structure.

“I made ’em build it like that,” Dainsey explained, taking hold of one of the rungs and starting up. “I wanted it to be the same way it was when Pony was workin’ here.”

Roger followed her up to the flat roof; she was sitting comfortably with her back against the warm chimney by the time he pulled himself over the roof’s edge.

“This was Pony’s special place,” Dainsey explained, and Roger nodded, for Pony had told him about her nights on the roof of Fellowship Way. “Where she’d come to hide from the troubles and to steal a peek at all the wide world.”

Roger looked all about, at the quiet of the Palmaris night, up at the twinkling stars, and over at the soft glow by the river, where the docks, despite the late hour, remained very much active and alive. He surely understood Dainsey’s description, “to steal a peek at all the wide world,” for it seemed to him as if he could watch all the city from up here, as if he were some otherworldly spy, looking in on—but very much separated from—the quiet hours of the folk of Palmaris.

He heard a couple on the street below, whispering and giggling, and he gave a wry smile as he caught some of their private conversation, words that they had meant for no other ears.

He could see how Pony so loved this place.

“Is she well?” Dainsey asked, drawing him from his trance.

Roger looked at her. “Pony?” he asked.

“Well, who else might I be talkin’ about?” the woman asked with a chuckle.

“She is better,” Roger explained. “I left her in Caer Tinella with Colleen Kilronney.”

“Her cousin’s back in Palmaris, working beside the new baron now that Kalas’s run off,” Dainsey put in.

Roger walked over and sat down beside her, close enough to share the warmth of the chimney.

“She should’ve stayed,” Dainsey remarked, “or I should’ve gone with her.”

“There’s not much up there,” Roger told her honestly. “That’s what Pony needed for now, but you would have found life … tedious.”

“But I do miss her,” Dainsey said. She looked over at Roger, and he could see that there was hint of a tear in her eye. “She could’ve stayed and ruled the world. Oh, she’s such a pretty one.”

Roger stared at her earnestly, looked deep into her delicate eyes in a manner in which he never had thought to look before. “No prettier than Dainsey Aucomb,” he said before he could think, for if he had considered the words, he never would have found the courage to spout them!

Dainsey blushed and started to look away, but Roger, bolstered by hearing his own forward declaration, grabbed her chin in his small hand and forced her to look back at him. “ ’Tis true,” he said.

Dainsey stared at him doubtfully. “I gived ye too much o’ the honey mead,” she said with a chuckle.

“It has nothing to do with the drink,” Roger declared flatly and firmly.

Dainsey tried to turn away again, and started to laugh, but Roger held her with his hand, and stifled her chuckles with a sober and serious look.

“Ye never said so before,” she said quietly.

Roger shook his head, having no real answer to that. “I do not know that I ever looked closely enough before,” he said. “But ’tis true, Dainsey Aucomb.”

She started to say something, then started to chuckle, but Roger came forward and kissed her gently.

Dainsey pushed him back to arm’s length. “What’re ye about, then?” she asked.

Now it was Roger’s turn to blush. “I—I—I do not know,” he blurted, and started to turn away.

But Dainsey Aucomb gave a great laugh and grabbed him hard, pulling him in for another kiss, a deeper and more urgent kiss.

The early snow didn’t stay for long, and soon after, the road to Dundalis was open again. But Pony couldn’t leave, because Colleen had not improved. Far from it; the woman was looking more drawn and weary with each passing day. Pony had offered to try to help her with the soul stone several times, but Colleen had refused, insisting that it was just an early season chill and that she’d be rid of it soon enough.

But then one morning when she went in to check on Colleen—an oddity, since the woman, despite her sickness, was always up before Pony and preparing her breakfast—Pony found her drenched in sweat in bed, too weak to even begin to stand.

Pony pulled down the heavy blankets to try to cool the woman down.

And then she saw them, on Colleen’s bare arm, round red splotches about the size of a gol’bear coin and ringed in white.

“What?” Pony asked, lifting the arm to better see the strange rings.

Colleen couldn’t answer; Pony wondered if she’d even heard the question.

The rosy plague had come to the northland.


Chapter 27
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A Thousand, Thousand Little Demons

“IT’S THE ROSY PLAGUE, I TELL YE,” THE OLD WOMAN SAID DECISIVELY. SHE WAS examining Colleen from afar, and she was backing with each word now that she had seen the telltale rings. She reached the door, her mouth moving as if she were trying futilely to find some words strong enough to express her horror, and then she slipped out into the daylight.

Pony rushed outside behind her. “The rosy plague?” she echoed, for she had no idea what that might be. Pony had grown up on the frontier in the Timberlands. Her mother had taught her to read well enough, but she had never studied formally, and she had never heard of the plague.

“Aye, and the death of us all!” the old woman wailed.

“What about my friend?”

“She’s doomed or she’s not, but that’s not for yerself to decide,” the old woman answered coldly.

“I have a gemstone,” Pony said, producing the hematite. “I have been trained in the use—”

“It’ll do ye no good against the rosy plague!” the old woman cried. “Ye’ll just get yerself kilt!”

Pony eyed her sternly, but the wrinkled old woman threw up her hands, gave a great wail, and ran off, crying, “Ring around the rosy!”

Pony went back inside, scolding herself for even consulting the town’s accepted healer, instead of just fighting the disease with her soul stone. She moved up beside Colleen, who was lying on her bed, and took the woman’s hand in her own. She could feel the heat emanating from Colleen, could feel clammy wetness on her frail-looking arm. What a different woman this was from the warrior who had accompanied Pony throughout her trials! Colleen had been strong—stronger than Pony, surely, with thick arms and broad shoulders. But now she seemed so frail, so tired, so beaten. Pony felt more than a twinge of guilt at the sight, for Colleen’s downslide had begun on the journey in which she had accompanied the outlaw Pony north out of Palmaris. De’Unnero, half man, half tiger, had caught them on the road, had downed Pony, and then had beaten Colleen severely. She had gotten away, for De’Unnero’s focus was Pony and not her, but Colleen had never really recovered.

And now here she lay, feverish and frail in her bed.

Pony put aside her guilt and focused on correcting the situation, focused on the all-important hematite, the soul stone, the stone of healing. Deeper and deeper she went into the gemstone’s inviting gray depths, into the swirl, her spirit leaving her body behind. Free of material bonds, Pony floated about the bed, looking down upon Colleen and upon her own physical form, still holding the woman’s hand. She focused her thoughts on Colleen, and could feel the sickness, a tangible thing; could feel the heat rising from Colleen’s battered body; could sense that the very air was tainted by a sickly smell of rot.

At first that stench, the sheer wrongness of it, nearly overwhelmed Pony, nearly chased her right back into her own body. She understood at that moment why the old woman had run off wailing. For a moment, she wanted to do nothing more than that same thing. But she found her heart and her strength, reminded herself that she had faced Markwart, the embodiment of Bestesbulzibar itself, in this same spiritual state. If she left Colleen now, then her friend would certainly die, and horribly, and soon.

She could not let that happen.

Colleen was her friend, who had stood with her against the darkness of the demon dactyl.

She could not let that happen.

Colleen’s descent to this point had begun when she was fighting beside Pony, in a battle that Colleen made her own for the sake of friendship and nothing more.

She could not let that happen.

With renewed resolve, as determined as she had ever been, the spirit of Pony dove into Colleen to meet the sickness head-on. She found it immediately, general in Colleen’s battered body, like some green pus bubbling up all through her. Pony’s spiritual hands glowed with healing fire, and she thrust them down upon the sickly broth of the rosy plague.

And indeed, that green pus melted beneath her touch, steamed away into sickly vapors! Pony pressed on determinedly, pushed down, down. She had beaten back the spirit of the demon; she could defeat this.

So she thought.

Her spiritual hands pressed into the greenish plague as if she were pushing them into a pot of pea soup—a deep pot. Soon the plague all about those two areas where she focused her healing closed in around her arms, grabbing at her, a thousand, thousand tiny enemies seeking to invade her spiritual arms, to find a link to her physical form. Pony pressed and slapped, but the soupy disease slipped down before her and rolled over her glowing, healing hands, attacking relentlessly. Pony had battled perhaps the greatest single foe in all the world, but this was different. This time, her enemies, the little creatures of the rosy plague that had invaded Colleen’s body, were too many to fight, were too hungry and vicious.

They would not wait their turn to war with Pony but came at her all at once, attacked the spiritual hematite link without regard. She knew she was killing them with her healing hands—by the score, by the hundred, by the thousand—but only then, to her horror, did she realize the truth: they were multiplying as fast as she was destroying them! She moved frantically, desperately, intently focused, for she had to be. To let up for one moment was to allow the rosy plague into her own body. If even one of these tiny plague creatures got into her, it would begin the frantic reproduction process within its new host.

She knew that, and gave everything she could possibly offer into the gemstone. Her hands glowed even brighter, a burning, healing light.

But the plague was too thick and too hungry, and soon Pony realized that she was slapping at her own arms, desperate to keep the vicious little creatures out of her. Before she could even register the change, the connection with Colleen was severed; and a moment later, Pony found herself sitting on the floor beside the bed, instinctively slapping at her arms.

A few moments later, she slumped back against the wall, exhausted and overwhelmed and unsure of whether or not any of the vicious little creatures had found their way into her body.

She crawled back to Colleen and pulled herself up by the woman’s side.

Her efforts had done nothing at all to alleviate the woman’s suffering.

“She’s flagging us, but not coming any closer,” the watchman explained to Warder Presso. The two stood on the rampart of Pireth Vanguard, overlooking the wide Gulf of Corona, observing a curious ship that had sailed in just a few minutes before. The ship had come close to Vanguard’s long wharf, but then, when a group of soldiers had gone down to help her tie in, she had put back out fifty yards.

The distant crew had then called something about delivering a message to the new abbot of St. Belfour, but when the soldiers had inquired of the message, the sailors had insisted on seeing the warder of the fort.

“She’s not carrying any standard of Honce-the-Bear,” Presso remarked, studying the vessel, obviously a trader. “But she’s got the evergreen flying,” he added, pointing to the lower pennant on the aft line of the mizzen mast, the white flag with the evergreen symbol of the Abellican Church. “Agronguerre, likely, sending word to Abbot Haney.”

“But why aren’t they just saying it, then?” the nervous soldier asked. “And why won’t they come in? We’ve asked them over and over.”

Presso, more skilled in ways politic, merely smiled at the ignorant remark. Knowledge was power, to the Church and the Crown, and so messages were often secret. Still, this visit to Vanguard seemed especially strange this late in the season, with the cold winter wind already blowing down from Alpinador. And for the crew of this ship to be apparently intent on turning about seemed preposterous. Even if they meant to cross the gulf only halfway and dock at Dancard, the journey could take several days, and one of the gulf’s many winter storms could easily put them under the waves.

Strange as it seemed, Presso could not deny the sight before him, and so he hurried down the long winding stairway outside the fortress, making his way to the low docks and his men.

“They want to send it in on an arrow,” one explained.

Presso looked around, spotting an earthen embankment not so far away. “Go and tell them who I am,” he bade the soldier. “Have them put their message there, and on my word as a warder in the Coastpoint Guards, assure them that it will be delivered, unread, to Abbot Haney at St. Belfour posthaste.”

“They should just come in and deliver it themselves,” the soldier grumbled, but he saluted his warder and ran down the length of the long dock, calling to the ship.

A moment later, an arrow soared off the boat, thudding into the earthen embankment, and the soldiers retrieved it as the ship bade them farewell and turned fast for the south.

Constantine Presso then surprised his men by announcing that he would deliver the message personally. An hour later, he arrived at St. Belfour and was announced in the audience chamber of the new abbot, who sat comfortably behind his modest desk, with Brother Dellman sitting off to the side.

“From Father Abbot Agronguerre, I would assume,” the warder explained after the informal greetings. “I believe that is his seal.” He tossed the rolled parchment on the desk before Haney.

“Unopened?” Haney remarked.

“As we were bid by the ship that delivered it,” Presso explained. “By arrow, I must add, for they would not dock.”

That made Haney turn a curious, somewhat nervous glance over Brother Dellman.

“I thank you for delivering it, Warder Presso,” he then said, “and for holding the confidence, as you were requested.”

“But I ask that you open it now, in my presence,” the warder surprised the abbot by saying.

Haney glanced at Dellman again, and both turned curious gazes over Presso.

“The manner of delivery brings me as much worry as it does you, my friends,” Presso said, trying not to be mysterious. “Open it, I pray. I’ll stand back, on my word, but if the news is grave, and if it concerns Pireth Vanguard or Prince Midalis, then you must inform me immediately.”

That seemed fair enough, and so Abbot Haney, with Brother Dellman coming up right beside him, broke the seal. “Promotion to master for you?” Haney wondered aloud, smiling at his friend and close adviser.

Dellman smiled, too, but both of the men turned their lips down quickly into most profound frowns when Haney unrolled the parchment.

“Grave news,” Warder Presso said, seeing it clearly from their expressions.

Abbot Haney was trembling as he handed the parchment to Presso, who took it, thinking that perhaps their dear friend Agronguerre had died.

When he read the words, a warning about the rosy plague, the warder—who was a friend of Agronguerre’s and admired the man greatly—wished that his initial fears had been correct.

“I trust that you will be discreet with this information,” Brother Dellman remarked. It struck Presso from the look that Dellman gave Haney that he wasn’t pleased that his abbot had so readily turned over the letter. “If we are too quick to spread this grave news, it could cause panic.”

“And of course, only King’s men and Church members should be so privileged,” Warder Presso said, voice dripping with sarcasm.

“That is not what I said.”

“But is it not what you meant?”

“Enough,” Haney demanded of them both. “Deliver that at once to Prince Midalis, I pray you, Warder Presso,” he instructed. “If he wishes to meet with us that we can coordinate our efforts to spread such dire news, then, of course, I—we,” he added, glancing up at Dellman, “will be available.”

Presso nodded, gave a slight bow, then started to turn, but paused and looked back at Dellman. “Forgive me, brother,” he said sincerely. “Blame my surly words on my surprise at reading such unexpected and tragic news.”

“And my own for so responding,” said Dellman with a polite bow.

Prince Midalis met with Abbot Haney that same evening, but not before issuing a general blockade of Pireth Vanguard. No ships were to be allowed in, not even to the long dock, and no goods unloaded.

Abbot Haney agreed, and the next morning, the two leaders broke the devastating news to the general population of Vanguard. Also, that same day, Midalis sent runners north to alert the Alpinadorans of the pending disaster. And thus was the northeastern quarter of Honce-the-Bear shut down.

Visitors were no longer welcome in the land that prided itself on camaraderie and friendship.

The cart slogged along trails that were mud where the sun hit them and ice where it did not. Greystone tugged at the harness without protest, eager to please the driver, Pony.

And she urged the horse on with all speed, though she tried to pick as smooth a path as she could find. Behind her, wrapped in blankets but cold and miserable nonetheless, Colleen Kilronney groaned and coughed.

Pony tried to block out those pitiful sounds and focus on the road ahead, the road south to Palmaris, to St. Precious, to somewhere Pony might find someone and some way to help her mortally ill friend.

She glanced west, to the dark clouds that had risen over the horizon as the afternoon had drawn on, and second-guessed her decision to set out from Caer Tinella. She little feared weather this early in the season if it was just herself and Greystone, but how would she keep Colleen warm if the snows forced them off the road? And surely her friend would not survive a cold, wet night.

And so she rode on, after the sun went down, and wishing that she had a magical diamond that she might light the path before her!

Later on snow began to fall and a cold, cold wind rushed down; and Pony wished even more for that magical diamond, that she could call a warming glow to comfort her poor friend.

She set a torch blazing and drove on, trying to outrun the storm, to get far enough south so that it would be a more gentle event, rain, perhaps.

But the snow kept falling, wet snow, clumping on the wagon and wheels, weighing down Greystone’s load. It settled over the trail, making the ice even more slippery and more treacherous in the dark.

Pony knew that she could not stop. She had seventy miles of road before her to get to Palmaris, Colleen’s only chance. Gently but firmly she bade Greystone continue, and the valiant horse trudged along.

The night deepened and the snow continued, accumulating on the road, making progress more difficult, bringing a bright sheen to poor Greystone’s blond coat. Pony knew that she had to press on, but knew, too, that if she did, Greystone would likely fall over and die. She and her horse could not make it alone.

She pulled up at the side of the trail and brought her torch back, tucking the blankets tightly about Colleen, trying to keep her as warm as possible. Then she ran to Greystone and unhitched him and walked him, trying to cool him down slowly and safely.

And all the while, she wondered what she could do next. How could she save Colleen?

Her soul stone seemed the only answer. Perhaps she could reach out and find some nearby help. Of course, if she was honest with any nearby farmers or woodsmen, they wouldn’t likely come anywhere near her or Colleen. Perhaps she could swap a horse with them, though she’d hate to part with wonderful Greystone.

She came back to the wagon then, deciding that the soul stone was her only option. She reached into her pouch and produced the hematite, and fell into it immediately, using its magic to free her of her corporeal form. For a moment, she thought of going at Colleen’s tiny disease demons again, but the memory of the previous encounter left her weak. So she went out, searching, searching.

And she found her answer—her wonderful, amazing answer—in but a few moments, as she encountered another spirit, strong and natural: the thoughts of magnificent Symphony, nearby and running hard toward her. Pony felt the horse keenly, understood so clearly that it was indeed Symphony, and recognized clearly Symphony’s intent to come to her aid. She suspected that she had touched the turquoise bond with her hematite reach, and a miraculous bond it was!

She rushed back into her corporeal form, then over to Colleen, lighting a fire, tucking in her blankets, kissing her on the forehead and telling her that it would be all right.

Symphony arrived soon after, snorting and pawing the ground. Pony wondered if she could manipulate the harness and rope so that both horses could pull the wagon, but she gave up on the idea quickly, mostly because she sensed Symphony’s impatience, almost as if the horse understood her needs and was assuring her that he could fulfill them.

She harnessed him up and tied Greystone to the back. Though the snow continued, even intensified, the wagon was rolling again, and swiftly, with Symphony plowing forward.

A dull sunrise came and went, and still they rolled on. Soon they came to muddier ground, and the snow became cold rain, and still they rolled on.

Symphony pulled tirelessly, through the morning and into the afternoon, and then, amazingly to Pony, she saw the farmhouses increasing in number along the rolling hills, and knew that she would see Palmaris over the very next rise.

Down they went, gaining speed with the goal in sight. The guards at the city’s northern gate motioned for the wagon to stop, and Pony called out to them to let her pass. “Without delay!” she cried. “I am Jilseponie Wyndon—you know me—and you know the person I carry to the healing doors of St. Precious. Colleen Kilronney, she is: a friend to any soldier of Palmaris!”

The soldiers bustled about and seemed unsure what to do, until one of them took careful note of the black, white-booted stallion pulling her wagon, and cried out, “Symphony!” They knew then that it was indeed Pony returned to them, and they threw the gates wide. Several mounted their own horses and led Pony’s wagon through the winding streets of Palmaris, clearing the road all the way to the doors of St. Precious.

The brothers who met the unexpected caravan reacted with equal fervor, bringing Abbot Braumin and the other leaders, Viscenti, Talumus, and Castinagis, in short order.

Pony saw the bed of flowers laid out in front of the abbey, half buried by wet snow, most of them dead. Shaking her head, she came down from the wagon and fell into Braumin’s arms. “Help her,” she pleaded, and then, overcome with exhaustion, Pony collapsed.

She awoke in a plain but comfortable cot, dressed only in a long white shirt, but covered by many thick blankets. She was in the abbey, she recognized by the narrow, rectangular window and the plain, gray stone walls. A shaft of sunlight streaming in through that narrow window told her that the storm had ended.

Pony pulled herself out of bed and went over to the window, looking out to the Masur Delaval and the rising sun. Only then did she realize that she had slept for the better part of an entire day, and only then did she remember the harrowing journey through the dark night and the snow.

She searched for her clothes, but, finding none, wrapped a blanket about her and charged out of the room. She knew the layout of St. Precious well from her days there after the fight at Chasewind Manor, and so she ran straight off for Abbot Braumin’s office.

He was there, along with Viscenti and Talumus, arguing over some philosophical point concerning the origin of Man and how the Original Man had become diversified into the various races: Alpinadoran, Bearman, Behrenese, and To-gai-ru.

That conversation ended abruptly when Pony came crashing through the door.

“Jilseponie,” Abbot Braumin said. “How good it does my heart to see you awake and well. Ah, yes, your clothing—”

“Where is she?” Pony asked.

Abbot Braumin looked at her curiously for just a moment, and then a cloud passed over his face. He looked at his two companions, nodding for them to leave the room.

They both did so without question, Viscenti pausing only long enough to drop a comforting pat on Pony’s shoulder.

Then the door shut hard behind her, and Pony nearly jumped off the floor. Hardly able to draw breath, she asked again, more somberly, “Where is she?”

“She is very ill,” Abbot Braumin replied, standing up and coming around the desk. He moved near Pony, but she visibly stiffened and so he sat instead on the edge of his desk.

“Is?” Pony echoed. “Then she is still alive.”

Abbot Braumin nodded. “But not for long, I fear.”

Pony started to respond, but nearly choked as Braumin’s blunt response registered fully.

“She is afflicted with the rosy plague,” Braumin said quietly. “The red spots, the fever … there can be no doubt.”

Pony was nodding with each word. “I was told as much already,” she said.

“But you do not understand what that means, I fear,” Braumin replied, “else you would not have driven so hard to bring her here.”

Pony stared at him incredulously. “Where, then?” she asked. “Where am I to bring one so ill if not to St. Precious Abbey? Who am I to turn to for help if not Abbot Braumin Herde, my friend?”

Braumin put his hand up in the air as she spoke the words—words obviously painful for him to hear. “The rosy plague,” he said again. “Do you not know the song?”

Pony stared at him curiously, and Braumin began to sing the children’s rhyme.


Ring around the rosy,

Gather bowls of posies


Burn the clothes

And dig the holes



And cover us with dirt.




Help to one in twenty

Dying people plenty


Stupid priest

Ate the Beast



And now can’t help himself.




Praying people follow

Into graves so hollow


Take their gems

Away from them



And cover them with dirt!



Pony continued to stare, but the words began to sink in, began to ring in her heart the truth about her doomed friend. “Where, then?” she asked weakly.

Braumin came forward and wrapped her in a tight hug. “You make her comfortable, as much as possible, and you say good-bye,” he whispered.

Pony let that hug linger for a long, long while, needing the support. Finally she pushed Braumin back far enough so that she could look into his compassionate face. “Where is she?” she asked quietly.

“There is a house not so far from here that already knows the plague,” Braumin started to explain.

“She is not within St. Precious?” Pony asked, her voice rising with her surprise.

“I could not,” Braumin answered. “I should not have let you in so soon after you spent such intimate time with her.”

Pony’s eyes widened.

“But I could not refuse you,” Braumin went on. “Never that! And yet you must understand that I had to send several brothers to you with soul stones, to search your body for signs of the plague. Still, I should not have let you in, in accordance with Abellican canon.”

Pony’s eyes stayed very wide.

“Did you not understand the words of the rhyme?” Braumin asked, turning away from her with a withering glare. “One in twenty we may help, but one in seven will afflict the tending monk. The words are true. We of the Order, even with the gifts of God’s gemstones, cannot wage battle against the rosy plague.”

“One in twenty, you say,” Pony replied, a distinct edge to her voice. “Will you not, then, try? For Colleen? For me?”

“I cannot. Nor can any of my brethren. Nor should you.”

“Is she not your friend?”

“I cannot.”

“Did she not stand strong with us against the darkness of Markwart?”

“I cannot.”

“Did she not escape De’Unnero, to spread news of my capture and of the march to the north?”

“I cannot.”

“Did she not suffer imprisonment without denouncing us, or Avelyn, or any of the principles that we held dear?” Pony continued to press, coming closer with each statement, so that she was, by this time, leaning heavily over the desk, staring Braumin in the eye from a distance of less than a foot.

“I cannot!” Braumin answered with even more emphasis. “It is our law, without exception.”

“It is a bad law,” Pony accused.

“Perhaps,” said Braumin, “but one without exception. If the King of Honce-the-Bear became ill with plague, the Abellican Church would offer only prayers. If the Father Abbot became ill with plague, he would be forced out of St.-Mere-Abelle, beyond the tussie-mussie bed.” Braumin settled back, his voice going low and somber. “There is but one exception I would make. If you, Jilseponie, became ill with plague, I would abdicate my post and my calling, take one soul stone in hand, and would go to you with all my heart and soul.”

Pony just stared at him, too stunned by this unbelievable information even to find the words to respond.

“But even if I was successful, even if you proved the one in twenty, then I would be banished for my actions and not allowed back within my abbey until after the plague had abated,” Braumin explained, “a decade, perhaps. By that time, I would likely have met with my own death. And if not, it is even possible that I would be branded a heretic for offering such false hopes to the general population. This is much larger than you or me, my friend. It is a matter of the very survival of the Church.”

“I am going to Colleen,” Pony remarked.

“Do not,” said Braumin.

“What stones might I combine with hematite to help shield my work?”

“There is nothing,” Braumin said bluntly, his tone rising. “Hematite will bring you to the disease, and there you will succeed if you are fortunate and its hold is not great, fail if moderate, and fail utterly, and sicken yourself, if it is thick within the victim.”

Pony considered those words carefully in the context of what she had found awaiting her previous delving into the tortured body of Colleen Kilronney. Could the plague be any thicker within a living person? she had to honestly wonder, shivering at the mere memory of her encounter with the disease.

“I cannot bring her here,” Pony said calmly.

Abbot Braumin, though his expression was pained, shook his head.

“And you cannot go with me to her.”

Braumin winced even more, but again he shook his head.

“And what will you do through all the years of plague, then?” Pony asked sharply. “Will you remain in your abbey behind locked gates, discussing the origins of the various human races?”

“That and other matters philosophical,” the abbot explained. “It is long tradition within the Church that times of plague are times of retreat for the brothers, to discuss and debate the greater questions of existence.”

“While the world suffers.”

Abbot Braumin seemed wounded. He sighed deeply. “What would you have me do?”

“I know the path before me,” Pony answered.

“And it is one that I again bid you not to walk,” Braumin replied. “You are more likely to die trying to help her than to give her any aid.”

“I have already tried with my soul stone,” Pony replied honestly, “and failed utterly.”

“Then why go?”

Pony stared at him, disappointed in Braumin for the first time since she had met him. Then why go? she echoed incredulously in her mind. To hold her, of course, and talk to her, to comfort her and to say farewell! How could generous Braumin not see so obvious a duty? How could he place tradition over compassion?

“I will have my clothes, and be gone,” Pony answered.

Braumin nodded, then paused for a brief moment and moved behind his desk, pulling open a drawer. He produced a small sack. “One of every gemstone available at St. Precious, including the very same cat’s-eye circlet you once wore,” he explained, handing it over to Pony. “In times of plague, the folk may be driven mad. You might need these for protection.”

Pony took the sack, but stared at Braumin skeptically.

“Also, since I know your heart, and doubt not your talent, I hold a hope that you will again prove our savior, that you will find a gemstone combination that will prove effective against the rosy plague. God be with you, Jilseponie.” He hugged her and kissed her on the cheek, then he led her out to retrieve her possessions.

They said good-bye at St. Precious’ front gate.

Pony found Colleen in bed, feverish and delirious, calling out for her cousin Shamus. The woman tending her, another plague sufferer, just shook her head when Pony entered the building, even telling Pony that she should not be there.

“Ye’re just to kill yerself for mercy,” she said.

Pony sighed and pushed past her, going to her friend. She wiped Colleen’s brow and whispered calming words into her ear.

Not words about letting go, about going to the other side, though. Pony wasn’t ready to quit fighting just yet. She had little privacy, for there were three other plague victims in the same room, all near death, and in the other rooms of the house languished more people in various stages of illness.

Pony pulled open the sack and gently dumped the gemstones on the floor before her, rolling them, sorting them. She took up the serpentine first, considering the shield the gem allowed her to bring up against fire. Might that shield also defeat the intrusions of the plague? For Pony honestly believed that if she could do that, if she could keep the little plague demons away from her own body and spirit, and could thus concentrate wholly on attacking the disease within the victim, she would have much better results.

She held the serpentine and the soul stone. It didn’t seem like the answer to her, for she understood the nature of the fire shield and didn’t believe that it would stop anything other than fire, just as sunstone could block magic but nothing else. Still, she looked at Colleen, at the shine of sweat on her forehead, the redness in her half-open eyes, her swollen tongue, and knew she had to try.

In she went, serpentine first and then hematite. And then out of her—hopefully—protected body, her spirit went into the green muck of the plague within poor Colleen.

Five minutes later, Pony was on the floor, exhausted and frantically slapping her arms, hoping that none of the plague demons had managed to get into her.

The serpentine shield had done nothing at all.

Pony prayed for guidance. She used the hematite, not to go back to Colleen, but to find a deeper level of concentration, to find the spirit of Avelyn, seeking near-divine guidance.

An image flashed in her mind of that upraised hand at Mount Aida, and for a moment she thought the spirit of Avelyn had come to her and would guide her, would show her the gemstone combination to defeat the rosy plague.

Her spirits sagged a moment later, though, for there was nothing—no answers, no hope.

She fiddled with the stones again, arranging them in various groups and trying to figure out a combination of magical properties that would defeat the plague. She tried serpentine again with hematite and ruby, the stone of fire, wondering if there was some way she could bring up some type of spiritual fire that would burn at the green morass.

Again, she wound up on the floor, desperate and even more exhausted.

And on the bed, Colleen continued to deteriorate.

She went at Colleen a third time an hour later, this time using hematite and a warm and bright diamond.

Nothing.

Colleen Kilronney died later that night, in Pony’s arms, though she didn’t know that Pony was holding her. Watching that final agony, followed at last by peace, Pony knew in her heart that there was no magical combination of gemstones.

She knew, too, however, that she would not allow herself to run behind tussie-mussie beds and locked gates, as had Braumin Herde and all the Abellican Church.

She stayed with Colleen all through the morning, until the cart man passed by the house, ringing his bell and calling for the dead.

She found that the doors at St. Precious would not open for her. Abbot Braumin came down to the gates, and in truth, he could not bear to keep her out and offered to let her enter.

But Pony refused, understanding the complications for her friend, not wanting to trade on her friendship with the man to force him against Church edict, no matter how mistaken she believed that edict to be.

“Fare you well, my friend,” she said sincerely to Braumin. “Perhaps we will meet again in this life, in happier times, that I might argue your present course.”

Braumin managed a smile at her generous words, for her disappointment was not hard to see on her fair face. “We will meet again, if not here, then in heaven, with Avelyn and Jojonah and Elbryan. Go with my blessings and my love, Jilseponie.”

Pony nodded and walked away, having no idea where she might next turn. She wanted to go back to Dundalis, but worried that such a journey might prove too difficult at that time even for mighty Symphony.

She found herself wandering near familiar places, avenues she had known through her teenage years, and then again after her return to Palmaris. It all seemed strangely quiet to her, as if the people were hiding in their homes, afraid of the rosy plague. One place in particular caught her attention: the Giant’s Bones, a tavern built on the location of her longtime home. Fearing her own emotions but unable to resist, she entered the place, to find it, like the streets, nearly empty, with the notable exceptions of two very familiar and very welcome faces.

Roger and Dainsey nearly knocked her over in their joy at seeing her, Dainsey crying out her name repeatedly and hugging her so tightly that she could hardly draw breath.

“You decided to follow me here,” Roger remarked, a smug smile on his face. “And now, with winter settling in, you’re stuck here for months!”

That made Dainsey grin excitedly, as well, but Pony’s reply erased their smiles.

“I brought Colleen into the city because I could not help her,” Pony explained. “She died this morning.”

“The rosy plague,” Dainsey reasoned.

“The city has the smell of death,” Roger added, shaking his head. He moved over to Pony then, offering her another hug, but she held him back and took a deep and steadying breath.

“Come with me to the north,” she bade Roger, “back home, where we belong. Both Symphony and Greystone came south with me.” She paused as she noted Roger’s look over at Dainsey, and then it hit her. It became quite clear to Pony that these two—Roger and Dainsey!—were more than just friends.

“How long?” she started to ask. “How …” But she stopped and moved closer to Roger, granting him that hug then, truly glad to find that her friend had found such a worthwhile companion as wonderful Dainsey Aucomb.

But her happiness for Roger lasted only the few seconds it took for her to remember the circumstances that had left her walking the empty streets of Palmaris.


Chapter 28
 [image: ]

What Miserable Wretches We Mortals Be

IT WAS SPRING IN HONCE-THE-BEAR, BUT HARDLY DID IT SEEM LIKE A TIME OF life renewing.

Francis leaned heavily on the stone wall of St.-Mere-Abelle, needing the support. Beyond his shadow, beyond the window—which was no more than a rectangular opening in the stone—he saw them.

Dozens of them, scores of them, hundreds of them. Ghostly figures walking slowly through the morning mist that blanketed the field west of the abbey, huddled under blankets and rags against the chill that still bit hard in the springtime night. So beaten and battered were they, so emaciated, that they seemed like skeletons, this collection of pitiful souls outside the abbey seemed like a gathering of the walking dead.

And the brothers of St.-Mere-Abelle could do nothing for them. Oh, the monks threw some coins, clothing, blankets, and food, mostly as payment for work performed by the plague-ridden sufferers. On Master Bou-raiy’s suggestion, Master Machuso had hired the gathered plague victims to plant this year’s huge tussie-mussie, a massive flower bed that would continue on and on as far as the victims could plant, that might span the mile of ground fronting St.-Mere-Abelle’s western wall.

Francis watched some of them, those with the strength remaining, laboring along the base of the wall, digging in the ground with rotting fingers. The monk bumped his head against the unyielding stone, not hard, but repeatedly, as if trying to thump the frustrations out of his skull.

“What miserable wretches we mortals be,” he recited gravely, the opening line to an old verse written by a poet deemed a heretic in the fifth century.

“Calvin of Bri’Onnaire,” came the voice of Fio Bou-raiy behind him, and Francis turned, startled. “Strong words, brother.”

Francis noted the one-armed master, flanked by Father Abbot Agronguerre. “Fitting words,” he replied to Bou-raiy, “for who in this time is not considering his own mortality?”

“Calm, brother,” Father Abbot Agronguerre bade Francis.

“He who believes in God does not fear death,” Bou-raiy promptly and sternly replied. “Calvin of Bri’Onnaire’s words were wrought of fear, not contemplation. He knew that he was a sinner, who faced excommunication by the Church for the lies he spread, and thus grew his fear of death and his bitterness toward all things Abellican. It is well documented.”

Master Francis chuckled and shook his head, then closed his eyes and in a voice thick with gravity and sincere emotion recited Calvin’s “Mortalis,” the verse that had sealed the poet’s fate at the stake.


What miserable wretches we mortals be

To build our homes in sheltered lea,

To build our hopes in sheltered womb

Weaving fancies of the tomb.




What wretched souls we mortals be

To bask in false epiphany,

To see a light so clear, so true,

To save us from the fate we rue.

Deny the truth before our sight

That worms invade eternal night,

That maggots feed within the skin

Of faithful pure, devoid of sin.




Oh what hopeful children mortals be!

Castles in air, grand barges at sea,

Bed of clouds and angels’ song,

Heavenly feasting eternity long.

What mockery made of endless night!

That prayer transcends truth and hope denies sight!

That all that we know and all that we see

Is washed away by what we pray must be.




So tell me not of eternal soul

That flees my coil through worm-bit hole.

For when I die what is left of me?

A whisper lost to eternity.



“I know the tale, brother,” Francis finished, opening his eyes to stare solemnly at Bou-raiy, “and I know, too, that ‘Mortalis’ was considered a work of great introspection when Calvin presented it to the brothers of St. Honce in the time of plague.”

“The time of contemplation,” Master Bou-raiy corrected.

“It was only when Calvin went out among the people, reciting his dark works, that the Church took exception,” Francis remarked.

“Because some things should not be spoken openly,” said Bou-raiy.

Francis gave another helpless chuckle.

“Brother, you must admit that we are the caretakers of the souls of Corona,” Father Abbot Agronguerre put in.

“While the bodies rot,” Francis said sarcastically.

Master Bou-raiy started to jump in, but the Father Abbot held him back with an upraised hand. “We do what we can,” Agronguerre admitted. It was obvious to Francis that the man was agonizing over the dark happenings in the world about him. “Calvin of Bri’Onnaire was condemned not for his words but for rousing the common folk against the Church, for preying upon their fears of mortality. That is the challenge before us: to hold the faith of the populace.”

A smile grew upon Master Francis’ face as he considered those words—and the irony behind them. “There is a woman out there among them,” he said, “one-eyed and horribly scarred on her face and neck, with the rings of plague scars all over her arms. They say she tends the sick tirelessly; I have heard that many of the victims have called out for her beatification on their deathbeds.”

“I have heard of the woman, and expect that she will be investigated when the time for such tasks arrives,” Father Abbot Agronguerre replied.

“Even your canonization of Brother Avelyn has been put off.” Bou-raiy had to add.

Francis didn’t even bother to spout the retort that came immediately to his lips: that he would hardly consider himself a supporter of Avelyn Desbris, let alone a sponsor for the wayward brother’s canonization!

“It is also whispered that this peasant woman is no friend of the Abellican Church,” Francis went on. “According to her, we have deserted her and all the other victims of the rosy plague. And there is the other rumor that says it was an Abellican brother who wounded her face outside St. Gwendolyn, a brother with a hand that resembled a cat’s paw. Would you wager a guess about his identity?”

He ended with heavy sarcasm, but it was lost on the other two, neither of whom were overfond of Marcalo De’Unnero. De’Unnero and his Brothers Repentant, by all reports, were laying waste to southern Honce-the-Bear, inciting riots, even murdering some unfortunates who did not fit their particular description of a proper Abellican. Even more disconcerting to all the leaders at St.-Mere-Abelle was that when Father Abbot Agronguerre had sent a messenger by ship to Entel to warn Abbot Olin about the Brothers Repentant and to offer Olin the full backing of the Church if he chose to confront them openly, Agronguerre had received a reply that seemed to condone Brother Truth more than condemn him. The other abbey in Entel, the much smaller St. Rontlemore, had been faithful to the spirit of Agronguerre’s warning, but Olin of Bondabruce had seemed ambivalent at best.

“We cannot end their suffering,” Fio Bou-raiy stated flatly, moving to stand right before Francis, “and all that we might accomplish in trying would be to destroy the last bastions of security against the rosy plague. In this time, God alone will choose who is to live and who is to die. Our duty, brother, is to ensure that those who die do not do so without hope; to ensure that those unfortunate victims understand the truth of what awaits them beyond this life; for in that hope, they can come to accept their mortality.”

“ ‘So tell me not of eternal soul that flees my coil through worm-bit hole,’ ” Francis replied.

“Master Francis,” said Agronguerre, having heard enough. He, too, walked over, pushing past Bou-raiy. “I warn you in all sincerity and in all generosity, as your father abbot and as your friend, to guard well your words. Master Bou-raiy speaks realistically of our role against the rosy plague. We are the caretakers of souls more than of bodies.”

“And the caretakers of hope, perhaps?” Francis asked.

“Yes.”

“And when do we stop asking the question of what the populace might believe and begin asking the question of what we, honestly, believe?” Francis asked.

The two brothers looked at him curiously.

“I know when, and so do you,” Francis went on. “It will happen to each of us in turn, as we contract the plague, perhaps, or come to sense, whatever the cause, that our personal end is near. Only then will we, each of us, honestly confront that greatest of mysteries. Only then will we hear the words of Calvin of Bri’Onnaire, or like words.”

“You seem to be confronting them right now,” Master Bou-raiy observed.

“Because I look out at them,” said Francis, turning back to the small window, “and I wonder at my place in all this. I wonder at the morality of hiding behind our walls and flower beds. We, the possessors of the sacred stones—of hematite, the soul stone of healing. There lies an incongruity, brother, of which I cannot make sense.”

Father Abbot Agronguerre patted Francis’ shoulder comfortingly, but Fio Bou-raiy’s face screwed up with a jumble of emotions, disgust mostly, and he turned away with a snort.

Pony, Roger, and Dainsey arrived in Caer Tinella amid a mélange of late-spring scents, with mountain laurel and other flowers blooming bright and thick. A cruel irony, Pony thought, for in Palmaris, in all the cities of Honce-the-Bear to the south, the plague grew thicker by the day, the vibrancy of life dulling under the dark pall, the springtime scents overcome by the smell of rot.

All three had been invited by Abbot Braumin to stay within St. Precious, and Pony most of all had understood the generosity of that gesture. St. Precious was a veritable fortress now, and not even the new baron of Palmaris, an arrogant duke named Tetrafel, had been allowed entrance when he had gone to speak with Abbot Braumin. But Braumin did not forget his friends.

Pony believed that Roger and Dainsey would accept the offer—certainly Dainsey had shown great excitement when Braumin had called it out to them through the newly constructed portcullis backing St. Precious’ main gate. And, in fact, Pony had hoped that her friends would accept: that they, at least, would become insulated, somewhat, against the darkness. For her, it was never a question. Something within her recoiled against the thought; she could not run and hide in the abbey while so many suffered and died.

And yet, there was nothing she could do to help them, she had come to painfully realize over the few months she had spent in Palmaris. First Colleen and then a succession of others had died in her arms; and so many times Pony knew that she had barely escaped her encounters with the plague with her health intact. After one devastating defeat after another, she wanted only to go back home, to Dundalis.

She felt a combination of pleasant surprise and trepidation when Roger and Dainsey had opted to go north, though only as far as Caer Tinella, rather than retreating into the abbey.

They found that the plague had not come strong into Caer Tinella, though one man had contracted it and had died out in the forest somewhere, for he’d understood his responsibility to the community when the rosy spots appeared and had walked away into the wilderness to die alone.

Colleen’s house was still deserted, and so Roger and Dainsey, with the blessing of Janine of the Lake and the other town leaders, claimed it as their own.

“You are certain you will not come to Dundalis with me?” Pony asked them soon after they had settled into the place, with Pony getting restless for the road home.

“Dainsey has friends here and so do I,” Roger answered, and he wrapped Pony in a great hug. “This was my home, and I feel the need to be home, as do you.”

She pushed him back to arm’s length and looked him over. “But promise that you will return and visit me and Bradwarden,” she said.

Roger smiled. “We’ll both go north,” he answered, “perhaps before the end of the season, and in the fall, surely, if not before!”

They shared another hug and Pony kissed him on the cheek. That very night, under the cover of darkness, she rode out of Caer Tinella on Greystone, with Symphony trotting along beside them.

She made Dundalis in five days, on Greystone, for Symphony had run off into the forest to rejoin his herd. His departure reminded Pony of how extraordinary the stallion’s arrival beside her on the road south had been. What had brought him to her? How could a horse so perfectly understand the needs of a human being?

Perhaps it had something to do with the turquoise gemstone Avelyn had put into the horse’s breast as a gift to both Elbryan and Symphony, she mused, or perhaps there had been something special and extraordinary about Symphony even before that. Whatever the case, Pony knew well that had it not been for the stallion, she and Colleen and likely Greystone, as well, would have died on the road between Caer Tinella and Palmaris in the snowstorm.

Word had reached Dundalis of the rosy plague, Pony discovered as soon as she rode in, for she found herself assaulted by anxious questions from every corner, a group of men rushing out to meet her.

“Yes,” she told them all. “The plague is thick in Palmaris.”

They all backed away from her at that answer, and Pony merely shrugged and rode to Fellowship Way and Belster O’Comely. Other than the growing fear of the plague, Pony found that things had not changed much in Dundalis. She found Belster busily wiping the bar, and how his smile widened when he saw her!

He rushed around the edge of the bar and wrapped her in a great hug and bade her to tell him of all her adventures.

His smile disappeared, of course, when Pony told him of Colleen, but he managed another smile at the thought of Roger and Dainsey together, for Belster loved both of them dearly.

“I thought ye dead, girl,” the innkeeper admitted, “when the season turned and ye did not return.” He shook his head, a tear growing in his eye. “I feared the weather or the plague.”

“Fear the plague,” Pony admitted, “for it grows thicker with each passing day, and none of us, even up here in the Timberlands, is safe from it. And once it has you …” Now it was Pony’s turn to shake her head helplessly. “I could do nothing for Colleen but hold her while she died.”

Belster reached back over the bar and brought out a bottle of his strongest liquor, and poured Pony a large shot. The woman didn’t normally drink anything stronger than wine, but she took the glass and swallowed its contents in one gulp.

It was going to be a long and difficult time.

Pony went out to the grove that night, to be with Elbryan, to wonder if he would be there for her when death called to her. After her encounters with the rosy plague, Pony was feeling quite vulnerable, and she honestly doubted that she’d find her way through this plague alive.

Those grim thoughts held her fast through most of the quiet night, until a familiar song drifted on the evening breeze: the harmony of Bradwarden.

So familiar with the forest about Dundalis, so at home out here on a warm night, Pony found her way toward the centaur easily enough—until the music abruptly stopped.

“Bradwarden?” she called, for she knew she was close to him.

She waited a few moments but received no answer. She reached into her pouch and sifted through the gemstones Braumin had given her, finding a multifaceted, perfectly cut diamond. She called out the centaur’s name again and brought up a tremendous light, filling all the area.

“Ow!” came a yell from the brush to the side. “Well, there’s a good one for me eyes, now ain’t it?” Bradwarden added.

Pony focused on the voice, and finally managed to sort out the silhouette of the centaur’s human torso lurking in the shadows.

Pony smiled and decreased the light, and started to move toward Bradwarden. But so too did the centaur move, one step away for every one Pony took toward him, and she sensed immediately that there was something terribly wrong here.

“What is it?” she asked, and she stopped, turning to get a better angle to see her friend.

“Twenty strides away, that’s the rule,” Bradwarden remarked, “centaur strides and not yer little baby human steps.”

Pony considered the words for just a moment, her face screwed up in confusion, but then she got it. “The plague,” she said evenly.

“Thick in the south, I’m hearin’,” Bradwarden confirmed.

Pony nodded. “Palmaris is in turmoil,” she explained. “So is Ursal, by all reports.”

“Dark days,” the centaur remarked. “Can’t be runnin’ to Aida to blow up this enemy.”

Pony increased the diamond’s light again subtly, trying to get a better view, concerned suddenly that her friend might not be well.

“The plague’s not found me,” Bradwarden explained, catching on.

“I do not know that it can affect a centaur,” Pony said.

“Oh, but it can!” Bradwarden replied. “Nearly wiped away me folk time before last, and so we found the rule: twenty strides and not a step closer.”

“From anyone who has the plague,” Pony finished.

“To anyone at all,” the centaur corrected firmly, “except the horse, o’ course. Horses can’t catch the damned thing and can’t give it to others.”

“But if someone is not afflicted—” Pony started to say.

“How’re ye to know?” the centaur demanded. “Ye can’t know, ye know. Ye might have it, or ye might not. Ye’ll not know for sure until ye sicken or ye don’t.”

Pony paused, sorting it all out. “So you are saying that you will not come within twenty centaur strides of anyone at all?” she asked. “Of me?”

“It’s the way it’s got to be,” the centaur answered. Pony caught the slight quaver in his voice, but just a slight one, and one that did little to diminish his firm resolve.

“Have you joined the Abellican Church, then?” Pony asked sarcastically. “They lock their doors and hide in their abbeys while the world outside dies.”

“And if one o’ their own gets it, they send him out, not to doubt,” the centaur added.

“They do,” Pony answered. “Cowards all!”

“No!”

Bradwarden’s tone surprised her, as straightforward and determined as she had ever heard from the typically blunt centaur.

“Ye call ’em cowards, but I’m thinkin’ them wise indeed,” Bradwarden said after a short pause. “What’re they to do, then? Come out and die? Wallow in the misery until the misery grows in them?”

“They could try something!” Pony insisted. “Anything! What right have they to hide themselves away?”

“Not a right, but a responsibility, I’m guessin’,” said the centaur. “Ye don’t know, me friend—ye can’t know, for yer type o’ folks don’t keep so long a memory. Not long enough, anyway. Do ye know the tidin’s the plague will bring? Do ye know the riotin’ and the fightin’ and the dyin’?”

Pony straightened and stared at him, but had no answer.

“Yer friends open their abbeys and half o’ them’ll die from the plague, and doin’ no good in the process,” Bradwarden remarked. “And the other half’ll likely die in the fightin’, for the folk’ll blame them monks afore long, don’t ye doubt! Happened before and will happen again! They’ll blame ’em and they’ll burn down their abbeys and they’ll stake ’em up. God’s not with them now, they know, and so they’ll blame them who think they speak to God.”

That set Pony back on her heels a bit, for she realized that she hadn’t really considered all the implications here. She hated Braumin’s choice, the Church’s choice, but was there a logical, even necessary reason behind their seeming cowardice?

Suddenly Pony felt very much alone in a very large and dangerous world, a place that had grown beyond her ability to manipulate, even to understand. She looked at her distant friend plaintively. “Play for me,” she bade him, her voice barely a whisper.

“Aye, that I can do,” the centaur replied quietly, and he took up his pipes and began a soulful melody, a quiet, melancholy tune that seemed to Pony to cry for all the world.

Braumin heard the rumble of thunder, and thought it curious, for the sky beyond his little window seemed bright and sunny. Even as he began to catch on to the truth, he heard the cries from a brother in the corridor.

Braumin rushed out, nearly colliding with the man.

“Fighting in the streets!” the young brother cried. “Brothers and peasants! Call out the guard! Call out the guard!”

Braumin rushed by the frightened young brother, through the corridors of St. Precious, across the inner courtyard and to the front wall, where he found Talumus and Castinagis on the ramparts, gemstones in hand. Flanking the two were several other brothers, all holding crossbows.

Braumin Herde scrambled up the ladder to join his friends. He heard another thunderstroke before he even got up there, followed by screams, both angry and agonized.

“There!” Brother Talumus cried, pointing down a long avenue to a group of about a score of robed brothers hustling toward St. Precious, waving gemstones, a host of peasants pursuing them and flanking them along other avenues.

“From St.-Mere-Abelle?” Brother Castinagis asked, for none of St. Precious’ brethren were out of the abbey at that time.

“Raise your crossbows!” Talumus cried, the running brothers and the pursuing throng closing in.

“No!” said Abbot Braumin, and all eyes turned upon him. “We’ll not kill the folk of Palmaris,” he declared.

“They will overrun the brothers!” Talumus argued.

But Braumin remained adamant. He noted that Talumus held a graphite gemstone, and he took it from the man and marked the approach. “Open the portcullis and have brothers ready to swing wide the gates,” he ordered Talumus.

Master Viscenti joined them then, carrying an assortment of stones, graphite among them.

“We have to defeat the flanks,” Braumin explained, pointing to the avenue that ended in the courtyard to the left of the abbey. “Kill none, but strike the ground before them to hold them back.”

“Run, brothers!” Castinagis cried to the approaching group. Both Braumin and Viscenti began falling into their gemstones then, exciting the magical energy. Three lines of people came rushing toward the abbey: the central, led by the running brothers, and ones on either side, curling in to seal off their escape into St. Precious. Those flanking lines turned the last corner and began the last run to spill into the courtyard before the gates.

Abbot Braumin loosed his lightning bolt to the right, followed by Viscenti’s lesser strike to the left. Braumin’s bolt struck a building, a farrier’s shop, rattling the windows and sending several horseshoes flying wildly. Viscenti’s bolt hit the cobblestones of the road and ricocheted up, catching the leading peasants squarely in the face and hurling them to the ground. Viscenti could only pray that he hadn’t harmed any too badly.

“The doors! The doors!” Castinagis screamed a moment later. St. Precious’ front gates swung wide, and Brother Talumus and a dozen other brothers rushed out to escort the line of running brothers into the abbey.

They didn’t get in easily, though—Talumus and the others had to kick and punch through a group of stubborn peasants, swatting them away. Finally, with several people down and wounded before the gates, and two brothers bleeding badly, St. Precious was secured.

From the rampart, Abbot Braumin could only watch and shake his head helplessly. He noted a group of city soldiers along the avenue to the right, making no move at all to secure the situation.

He wasn’t surprised.

Braumin went down to the inner courtyard then, to greet his unexpected visitors. By the time he arrived, they had pulled back their hoods. Some were being tended for minor wounds, others were simply bent over, trying to catch their breath.

Braumin looked them over curiously, for though many were not young men, he didn’t recognize any of them—except one.

“Master Glendenhook?” he asked, moving near to the man.

“Greetings, Abbot Braumin,” Glendenhook replied.

“Why are you out of St.-Mere-Abelle?” Braumin asked incredulously. “Why are you here?”

“We are the brothers inquisitor,” another monk answered in the thick accent of southeastern Honce-the-Bear—from Entel, likely. “We’ve come to investigate claims of a miracle at Mount Aida performed by Avelyn Desbris.”

Abbot Braumin swayed as if a slight wind could have knocked him over. “The building of the chapel of Avelyn was halted,” he replied, “by order of Father Abbot Agronguerre.”

“It would be foolish to expose ourselves in such a manner as to dedicate a new chapel,” Master Glendenhook replied. “But the canonization of Brother Avelyn must go forward. A full investigation.”

Abbot Braumin heard Talumus and Viscenti and others about him give a cheer, but he just stared at Glendenhook curiously.

“The people need a hero at this dark time, would you not agree, Abbot Braumin?” Glendenhook remarked. “Perhaps Brother Avelyn will withstand the scrutiny of the process and become that hero.”

It didn’t make much sense to Braumin at that time. He knew that Glendenhook was tied closely to Master Bou-raiy, certainly no friend to the memory of Avelyn Desbris. At the College of Abbots, when Markwart had condemned Master Jojonah for following Avelyn, Bou-raiy had been a huge supporter of Jojonah’s execution.

“Let Avelyn’s name be put forward and let all the world rejoice,” Master Glendenhook added, and he seemed sincere.

But when he looked at Glendenhook’s smile, Abbot Braumin couldn’t help but question that sincerity.

Something just didn’t seem right.


Chapter 29
 [image: ]

The Second Gift

“ABBOT HINGAS DESIRES AUDIENCE, MY LIEGE,” THE CASTLE GUARDSMAN REPORTED to King Danube.

Duke Kalas, sitting at the side of the room, snorted derisively. He had no love for Hingas, the interim abbot of St. Honce, whom he thought a complete fool. Kalas didn’t care much for any member of the Abellican Church, of course, but in the case of Abbot Hingas, several others of King Danube’s court, Constance among them, had to agree with him.

“He has come to complain about the broken windows again, no doubt,” said Constance Pemblebury, who had her back to the others, sitting modestly and feeding Torrence, her second son, who was now six months old. Merwick moved excitedly about her chair, setting up little wooden blocks, then kicking them all over the room.

“Or to talk about the weight of a soul,” Kalas remarked, “of how it is lighter than the very air about us and so it floats, floats, to heaven.” His voice rose an octave as he spoke the words, sarcastic and derisive.

“Your Majesty?” the poor sentry asked.

King Danube rolled his eyes.

“No!” Kalas yelled at the sentry. “Out with him! Out! Send him back to St. Honce and tell him to suffer the rocks and the taunts. Tell them all to suffer, for the good of the world, and when they have finally appointed an abbot, a real abbot, let him come and beg audience with the King.”

The fiery Duke’s tirade didn’t surprise the others, of course, but the intensity of it this time certainly made Danube and Constance look at each other with concern.

“Better off is Je’howith,” Constance remarked dryly, and even diplomatic King Danube couldn’t deny a chuckle at that.

“In the grave and at peace from Duke Kalas,” Danube said.

“Did you wish to speak with the idiot?” Kalas asked, clutching his heart as if their words had wounded him.

“Likely you did me a favor,” King Danube replied, pulling himself from his chair and walking over to the window.

Below him lay Ursal, quiet, awaiting winter. Every family had at least one victim now, so it was reported; and many houses lay dark and still, full of death, with no one to go in and retrieve the bodies.

Such was King Danube’s beloved capital that late autumn of God’s Year 829. It should have been among the happiest times of Danube’s life. The demon and its minions had been shattered; the Church, always a nagging rival to the Throne, had been pushed into disarray; and his dear Constance had given him two sons: sons whom he was beginning to think of as heirs to his throne—though, of course, he’d have to speak with his brother at length about that possibility.

Yet, here he was, buttoned up within the prison that Castle Ursal had become, a fortress against the misery of the plague, though that most insidious of enemies had found its way even into these fortified halls, forcing the expulsion of two servants and a guard.

So far, though, none of his closest friends had been afflicted; and for that, King Danube mumbled a little prayer of thanks as he stood solemnly at the high window, looking out over his wounded kingdom.

Not much of a blessing, perhaps, but in this dark day, any light at all seemed a good thing.

The snow held off in the northland until after the turn of winter, but when it did come to Dundalis, it did so in fury, with drifts covering the entire sides of houses and burying the fences of the corrals.

Soon after, and still before the turn of God’s Year 830, the weather calmed enough for Pony to attempt venturing out. And truly, she needed the time alone, at the grove and Elbryan’s cairn, her great retreat from the events of the world.

She saddled Greystone and walked out of Dundalis, up the north slope and along the rim of the vale filled with caribou moss and pines, for the edges of the dale were windblown and nearly clear, while the dell itself was deep in snow. She found the trails within the forest easier going than she had anticipated, though the snow was often halfway up Greystone’s legs, and on several occasions, Pony had to dismount and lead the horse along.

She had left early in the morning, and a good thing it was, for it was nearing noon when she at last came to the sheltered grove. The rolling hills and sharp ravines nearby were too deep and too slick, so Pony had dismounted again and tethered the horse in a windblown clearing, walking in the last quarter mile.

Two sets of hoofprints, running the length of the last field and right into the grove, alerted her that she was not alone. At first, she thought that it might be Bradwarden and Symphony—for who else would be out here on such a day—but then she saw a third track, the boots of a rider, beside the line of hoofprints.

Shadowing the forest line for cover, Pony did a complete circuit of the grove. She spied a lone rider in the distance, sitting quietly along the tree line, bundled under mounds of furs.

Now she fell into her hematite, using its depths to release her spirit from her corporeal body. She went out to the rider first, and determined on her way that he had a companion, who was within the grove—her grove!—and the mere thought of that made her angry.

The rider was a man of about Pony’s age, rugged but handsome, with a dark, two-week beard and sparkling, alert eyes. Something about him seemed familiar to Pony, but she could not place it.

Not wanting to linger for fear of being discovered, she turned her spirit and swept into the grove, passing insubstantially among the trees.

She found the other man standing before the twin cairns—grave markers that had been recently cleared of snow. He was a giant of a man, with long, somewhat thinning, flaxen hair, eyes the color of a clear northern sky, and a sword strapped diagonally across his back.

And what a sword—the largest Pony had ever seen! A sword that could cleave through any blocking shield, through any blocking tree, and cut the opponent in half!

The man started, glancing about, suddenly on the alert; and Pony realized that he had somehow sensed her presence. In the span of a single thought, she was back in her body, blinking her eyes, orienting herself to the physical world about her.

She paused, waiting a few moments, and when no call came from the grove and when the giant man didn’t emerge, she picked a path that would keep her out of sight of the waiting rider, and slipped across the field, one hand on Defender, the other in her gemstone pouch, rolling both graphite and lodestone between her fingers.

She moved stealthily, perfectly quiet, from shadow to shadow, as Elbryan had taught her. Still, before she was within ten paces of the man, he called out, “You should not be sneaking up on me so, good woman. It makes me edgy.”

He turned slowly, a wry smile showing on his bearded face. His hands remained at his side, making no movement toward that incredible sword.

“A bit far out of town in such a season as this, are you not?” the man asked.

“What do you know of it?”

“I know that Dundalis is the closest town, and a hard morning’s march in this deep snow,” the man answered. “And I know that Weedy Meadow is another twenty miles from that.”

Pony cocked her head, staring at him curiously. How could he know so much, without her being aware of any such man in the area? And what of Bradwarden? The centaur knew, or claimed to know, of everything that moved in the forest. And yet, Pony had not heard from Bradwarden in many days, and even that had been no more than the piping song carried on a favorable evening breeze.

“What are you doing here?” Pony asked firmly, watching the man closely. If he went for that sword, she intended to lay him low with a lightning stroke.

The big man shrugged. “Paying my respects,” he said.

“To whom?” Pony’s words came out unintentionally sharp. Who was this man to presume that he could walk unannounced to Elbryan’s grave?

“To fellow rangers,” the Alpinadoran replied, and Pony’s jaw dropped.

“To Nightbird, and to Mather before him,” the ranger went on. “Word reached me of his demise, and so I owed him this visit, though the road was long and difficult.”

“Who are you?”

“I was thinking of asking you the same thing.”

“Who are you to stand uninvited and unannounced before my husband’s grave?” Pony replied, clarifying much.

The big man nodded and smiled. “Jilseponie Wyndon, then,” he said. “Pony to her friends. Companion of Nightbird to the end.” He bowed respectfully. “I am Andacanavar of Alpinador, elven-trained, as was your husband. The full story of the tragedy in Palmaris came to me by the way of Brother Holan Dellman of the Abellican Church, who now serves at St. Belfour in Vanguard.”

Pony was shaking her head, hardly able to believe the man, but the mention of Brother Dellman, her friend, put her at ease. Too much so, she realized a moment later, when she heard a voice behind her.

“And I am Liam O’Blythe,” it said, and Pony spun to see the man who’d been on horseback near her—near enough to have jumped her before she could use her gemstones or draw her sword, and how foolish that made her feel.

But this man, too, bowed politely, respectfully, and made no move against her.

“We did not know that you were again in this area,” Andacanavar went on, “else we would have sought you out.”

“Though we plan on making as little contact with the folk of this region, or any other region outside Vanguard, as possible,” Liam said.

Pony looked at him curiously, and then at his huge companion. “You would find that the folk of the Timberlands are not so quick to judge based on heritage,” she said.

“Not that,” Andacanavar explained. “We have heard news of the rosy plague.”

“True words,” Pony said.

“And thus we do not wish to bring it with us back to Vanguard or to Alpinador,” Liam said. “But enough of my intrusion,” he went on, and Pony realized that the ranger behind her had given him a signal to be gone. He left with another bow, moving gracefully, with a warrior’s balanced gait, and Pony turned back to regard the ranger.

They talked easily, like old friends, for more than two hours. Pony did most of the talking, answering Andacanavar’s many questions about Elbryan. The ranger wanted every detail of every story, wanted to hear Pony imitate her lover’s laugh and describe his wry grin to the dimple. Andacanavar listened to her with obvious amusement, smiling and laughing often.

How quickly the afternoon passed, and Pony realized that she would have to be on her way if she hoped to make Dundalis before dark.

“The signs are telling me that tomorrow will be another fine day,” the ranger said to her. “Will you come back to this place, then, and speak with me again?”

Pony looked at him, seeming unsure.

“I will tell you more about the elves, and more about that which helped to form your Nightbird into the man you loved,” Andacanavar promised.

“Then I will return,” Pony said with a smile.

That night, in her bed in the small room above Fellowship Way, Pony was visited by dreams of Elbryan more vivid than any she had known since his death. Unlike some of her previous dreams of her husband—reenactments of that final battle mostly, and horrible things—these were pleasant, warm memories that made Pony awaken with a smile.

She was up early, working quickly through her chores at the tavern, then promising Belster she would return by dark and rushing out. She found Andacanavar and his friend at the grove again; and again, the smaller man left them. Untrue to his promise, though, Andacanavar bade Pony again to do the talking, to tell him even more of Nightbird.

And she complied eagerly, pouring out her heart, telling about her separation from Elbryan and all those years apart, when he was with the elves, and she in Palmaris and later in the King’s army. She told of their journey to the Barbacan to do battle with the demon dactyl—Andacanavar liked that part most of all!—and of their work against the minions of the demon upon their return south. She told of the journey to St.-Mere-Abelle to rescue Bradwarden, and then she told the Alpinadoran ranger, in solemn tones, tears streaking her cheeks, of the final battle against Markwart, when Elbryan gave his life to save her and to rid the world of Bestesbulzibar.

When the sun began its swift descent, Pony realized that she had to go.

“Tomorrow?” Andacanavar asked her.

“That you can tell me again of the Touel’alfar?” Pony asked sarcastically, for the ranger had spent the entire day asking question after question.

“I will,” the ranger promised. “I will tell you of the many tests a ranger in training must master. A marvelous race are the Touel’alfar. Adaptable and—”

Pony laughed aloud. “That is not a word I would use to describe them,” she said.

“But they are!” Andacanavar protested. “Why, they had to concoct an entirely different fighting style for me, to accommodate my size and strength.”

“Different than bi’nelle dasada?” Pony asked, and that set the big man back on his heels.

“What would you know of that?” he asked.

Pony glanced to the side, to see the ranger’s companion returning to the grove.

“I know the sword dance,” Pony whispered. “I know it well.”

Andacanavar looked at her, his face showing both surprise and concern. “What would you know of it, then?” he asked.

“Nightbird—Elbryan—taught it to me,” she explained. “The sword dance. All of it. We fought together in movements perfectly complementary.”

That raised Andacanavar’s bushy eyebrows, and he nodded and said, “hmm,” repeatedly.

“Lady Dasslerond was not pleased,” Pony admitted, then she laughed. “Not at all!”

“I say this not in jest, my friend, but I suspect that the lady considered quieting you in the most extreme manner possible,” the ranger replied.

“I doubt you not at all,” Pony replied in all seriousness. “I suspect that Belli’mar Juraviel intervened on my behalf, and that, because of him, the lady trusts that I will keep well the elven secret.”

“No small faith!” said Andacanavar. “Are you the new ranger of the Timberlands?” he asked jokingly.

But Pony’s face remained serious. “Belli’mar explained that such a thing would not be possible, that I was too old to be considered for the training,” she said.

“But they let you live and keep well their secret, and that is no small thing!” Andacanavar said with a great laugh, and Pony joined him.

“Then that weapon strapped at your hip is for more than show?” the ranger asked a moment later, a wry look crossing his face. “Liam fancies himself a bit of a swordsman,” he said. “You think you might show me?”

Pony considered the challenge for a moment. She thought that she should refuse, remembering her promise to Belli’mar Juraviel to keep the sword dance private and secret. And yet, this was a ranger bidding her on, one who knew the dance, obviously.

“What is it?” Andacanavar’s companion asked, seeing the questioning expressions as he walked up to the pair, dropping a wild turkey he had shot beside him.

“Right here?” Pony asked Andacanavar. “It is crowded with trees.”

“Does not the dance take the entire battlefield into consideration?” the ranger asked.

“What battlefield?” asked the smaller man.

“Your battlefield,” Andacanavar replied, standing up and brushing the snow from his doeskin breeches. “Yours and hers. Our new friend has told me some interesting things about her background, and I would like to test her here and now.”

“Then the battlefield is your own,” the other man protested.

Andacanavar gave a laugh. “My fighting style is too disparate from that which she claims for me to take any measure. Come then, Liam, draw your sword and dirk and let the woman have her way with you.”

The man looked at Pony curiously, to see her brushing the snow off her breeches and then drawing a truly beautiful, slender sword.

He nodded. “Be gentle,” he said to Pony.

“Never in all my life,” she replied, and she turned sideways, on guard, her left foot back, her right leg before her. She rocked over her knee, finding her balance.

“And if I unintentionally hurt her, will you chop me down, Andacanavar?” the smaller man asked.

The ranger gave a chuckle—and he meant it, for just from Pony’s stance, Andacanavar understood that his companion’s fears were not likely to come to fruition.

“I will try not to cut you, and expect the same,” the man said. “First blood, if it comes to that, first advantage if not.”

Pony didn’t bother to answer, just rocked back and forth, feeling her balance, remembering her many training sessions with Elbryan, working the dance naked in the morning light, remembering the many fights she had won beside her lover, their movements too harmonious, too synchronous, for any enemy to stand against them.

She felt bi’nelle dasada flowing through her again, for the first time since that awful day, but instead of bringing back all the bad memories and fears and sense of loss, it felt to Pony as if she were with her lover again. It felt wonderful!

“Are you ready?” she heard her opponent ask. From his tone, she realized that he must have already asked that question several times.

She smiled and nodded, and Liam came on suddenly, a side slash with the sword, followed by a sudden short dagger thrust.

Pony easily had Defender in line to parry the slash, then angled her sword the other way, abbreviating the dagger move.

The man smiled, obviously impressed. Pony came on suddenly, a lunge and thrust that became a sideways slap that sent his sword wide, followed by another quick step forward, Defender’s tip coming ahead briefly, then angling down, parrying his dagger parry before it could begin.

The man was quick, though, and he brought his sword back in, recovering from his surprise, and went on the sudden forward attack.

But the sword dance was flowing mightily through Pony, filling her with a joy she had feared she would never know again. On came Liam’s sword thrust and dagger thrust, but Pony skittered back, her legs working fast, her upper body hardly moving at all, in perfect balance.

Liam came on even farther, seeing that she was running out of room, with a clump of birch trees close behind.

Pony backed right up to them, and as her opponent closed, she came forward with a thrust—a measured thrust, for she ended it abruptly, her left hand catching hold of the birch behind her, all her momentum shifting suddenly, so that she spun around the bending tree.

“Well done,” her opponent congratulated her. But before he even finished his salute, sword to forehead, he had to launch his weapon out in a desperate parry, for Pony leaped through the birch tangle and came on once again—thrust, thrust, thrust.

He parried each stroke in succession, barely, and now found himself backing fast, and with far less balance than Pony had shown.

She pressed her advantage, rushing forward, sword stabbing for his belly, for his chest, for his face, and then his belly again, and with his using both his weapons frantically to fend off her blows.

Now her momentum had seemingly played out, and she should have retreated into a defensive stance again, but she did not, instead coming forward even more aggressively.

It appeared as if she had erred, and her opponent, obviously no novice to battle, took the initiative and the offensive, easily parrying one unbalanced thrust and reversing his footing, coming forward fast, sword leading, dagger following in two commanding thrusts that hit …

Nothing.

And Liam stopped, stunned, for in his flurry he had blocked his own vision and now he couldn’t even locate his opponent!

Then he felt the tip of a sword against the back of his neck, just under his head, and he froze in place.

“I would call that an advantage!” Andacanavar roared. Liam dropped sword and dagger and shrugged.

“No blood, I pray,” he said to Pony as she walked by, staring intently into her deep blue eyes.

“It will heal,” she promised, and she sheathed Defender and moved beside the ranger.

He nodded approvingly.

“Nightbird gave you a great gift,” he remarked.

Pony nodded her agreement, for right then, feeling that tingling power of the sword dance coursing through her, she gained an even greater appreciation of the gift.

“Was that all he taught you?” Andacanavar asked.

Pony looked at him, not understanding. How could she begin to list all the things that she and Elbryan had taught each other, or had learned together?

“Your hesitance alone answers my question,” the ranger said. “He did not teach you, and so I shall. Tomorrow.”

Pony looked at him skeptically.

“Trust me on this, woman,” the ranger bade her. “You will find more than you expect, I promise.” He paused and held Pony’s stare for a long time, while her expression went through skepticism and trepidation and then into some measure of hopefulness.

“Tomorrow?” he asked again.

“Early,” Pony promised, and she gathered her things and took up Greystone’s reins and walked away.

“A remarkable woman,” Andacanavar’s companion, who was not Liam O’Blythe, remarked as Pony and Greystone disappeared into the forest.

“Skilled and determined, and a feast for a man’s eyes,” the ranger replied, looking down at his friend. “I told you last night that she would beat you, and easily.”

“Brother Dellman described her as beautiful,” the ranger’s companion remarked, “and I do not think that our friend Dellman makes that observation often of women.”

“His words could not begin to tell the whole truth of her,” Andacanavar replied, and he gave his companion a sly look. “Beauty enough to make any man swoon.”

“And are you not a man?” came the next question.

“Too old for her, but I’m thinking that she is about your own age.”

The man, so easily defeated in the sword fight, only shrugged and smiled.

“Was that good enough for you?” Andacanavar called out to their newest companion, as Bradwarden trotted into the grove, though he stayed the proper distance from the humans, as centaur law demanded in times of the plague.

“She left with a smile,” the centaur admitted, “one I’ve not seen on that beautiful face o’ hers in a long while.”

“Rangers have a way of doing that to beautiful women,” Andacanavar said with a wink.

“Her pain’s deep,” the centaur remarked seriously.

“And tomorrow it might be deep again,” Andacanavar replied, “for she will be meeting her lover again. It will hurt, no doubt, but it is a pain she is needing.”

“I wouldn’t’ve asked for yer help if I didn’t think ye’d be helpin’,” Bradwarden said.

“And glad we are that you did,” said the ranger’s companion. The tone of his voice, wistful, even enchanted, made Bradwarden and Andacanavar look at each other and wink knowingly.

“I see it all the time,” the centaur mumbled to Andacanavar.

Once again, Pony found her dreams filled with pleasant memories of her lover, of sword dancing and making love, of long walks in the forest or just sitting and talking on a bare hillock, hearing Bradwarden’s song.

She awoke in a fine mood and once again rushed through her chores and out of Dundalis, riding Greystone as hard as the trails would permit back to the sheltered grove.

She found Andacanavar there alone, waiting for her, but she found that Bradwarden was not far away, for his piping filled the crisp winter air with warming notes.

“When I hear the centaur’s song, it feels like Elbryan is still with me,” Pony said wistfully. “He and I used to listen to that song when we were children, living in Dundalis.”

“He is still with you!” Andacanavar roared. “Of course he is!” He looked all about, as if expecting a ghost to materialize nearby, and then a curious expression appeared on his face. “Did he not teach you anything of the other gift?” he asked. “The more important gift of the Touel’alfar?”

Pony looked at him curiously.

“Oracle,” Andacanavar explained.

Pony nodded; she should have known. “He once tried,” she explained, “that I might better contact the spirit of another friend lost to us. But I did not need it, for Avelyn was with me at that time. I could feel it.”

“But now you need it.”

Again Pony fixed him with a skeptical and curious expression.

“You do not believe that Nightbird, your Elbryan, is still with you,” Andacanavar explained. “You are not even certain that he has found the next level of existence, or even if such a level truly exists. Oh, yes, Avelyn was with you, you say, but was it really his spirit, or was it just your own hopes and memories of him?”

Pony stared at him hard, feeling uncomfortable suddenly, feeling as if his words were a bit too intimate.

“That is your fear, I say,” the ranger declared. “And because of it, you cannot get past your mourning.”

“You assume much.”

“I read well,” Andacanavar corrected. “And the message is clear upon your face whenever you speak of Elbryan.” He dusted the snow off his pant legs and stood up, bending and holding out his hand to Pony. “Come,” he said. “Let me show you the other gift of the Touel’alfar, the one that will free you.”

“Lady Dasslerond—”

“Is not here, now is she?” Andacanavar replied. “And if she allows you to live with the secret of bi’nelle dasada, then know that she has already passed judgment upon you, and that it is a favorable one. Come on, then. The weather will not hold another day and I’ve a long road before me.”

Skeptical still, Pony accepted the large man’s hand, and he pulled her up to her feet with hardly the slightest effort.

He had already prepared the cave, a hollow at the base of a great elm, for he had used the place extensively to contact the spirits of both Elbryan and Avelyn. He explained the process to Pony, carefully, then helped her into the hole.

She found that Andacanavar had set a log at one end, for her to sit on, and had propped a mirror against the opposite wall, facing it. He barely let her orient herself to the surroundings before he dropped the blanket over the opening, darkening the cave so that Pony could hardly make out the shapes.

But that was the way of Oracle. As Andacanavar had instructed, she took her seat upon the log and stared hard into the mirror, thinking of Elbryan, remembering their times together, and then her thoughts drifted deeper, deeper, until she was far into meditation, not unlike that which she used to enter the sword dance, not unlike that which she used to fall within the magic of a gemstone.

And then she saw him, her love, a shadow moving about the mirror.

“Elbryan,” she whispered, and the tears came freely. “Can you hear me?”

She didn’t get any audible response, nor did the dark shadow move, but Pony sensed a warmth suddenly and knew that her lover was with her.

But not close enough for her liking, and she shifted forward, even coming off the log seat, but her movement broke her level of concentration and the image faded—or maybe it had never really been there. Maybe it was a trick her heart had played upon her imagination.

No, that wasn’t it, Pony realized. He had been there, in spirit. Truly.

She settled back on the log, thinking to fall again into the trance, but only then did she realize how much time had passed. And she had to be out of the grove long before dark.

She went to the cave opening and pushed aside the blanket, blinking repeatedly at the relatively bright afternoon light.

“Did you find him, then?” asked the ranger, seated comfortably nearby, his black-haired companion beside him.

Pony nodded. “I think …”

“Do not think too much, lass,” said Andacanavar. “Feel.”

He came over then and pulled her out of the hole.

“Your road is back to Dundalis,” the ranger remarked, “and fast, for a storm will come up tonight, I am sure.”

“And your own road?”

“Back to the east,” the ranger replied.

“And the storm?”

“Not much of one for one from Alpinador,” the ranger replied with a laugh. “We’ll find a difficult road, no doubt, but one that we can manage.”

Pony stood and stared at the huge man for a long time, realizing then that, though they had known each other for only a few days, she was going to miss him very much. “You said that you would teach me,” she argued.

“And so I have,” the ranger replied. “You said that you think you saw your lost lover, and that is better success than one can ever expect for their first tries at Oracle. You’ll get more tries, for I’ll leave the mirror in place. It will become easier—you will begin to teach yourself—and then you will know, my friend. You will know that you are not alone, and that there is a place of peace awaiting us after this life. And when you know that, truly, and not just hope it, then you will be free.”

Pony stared at him curiously, not really knowing what to make of him and his promise.

The cynical part of her remained doubtful that even Oracle could take her to such enlightenment, but another part of her, a very private and very big part, prayed that he was right.

“The covering should be over that window, brother,” Master Fio Bou-raiy said when he came upon Francis in his room, staring out the window at the western fields.

Francis turned about to face the master, his face a mask of pain. “To keep out the cold?” he asked. “Or the sounds of the misery?”

“Both,” Bou-raiy answered, his expression grim. He softened it, though, and gave a sigh. “Will you not join us in the mass of celebration for the new year?” he asked.

“For what will we pray?” Francis asked sincerely. “That the plague stays outside our walls?”

“I’ve not the heart nor the time for your unending sarcasm, brother,” Bou-raiy replied. “Father Abbot Agronguerre asked me to come and tell you that we are soon to begin. Will you join us?”

Francis turned and looked back out the window. In the field beyond, he saw the fires—meager fires, for they had little to burn. He saw the dark, huddled silhouettes of the miserable victims moving about the encampment, the many makeshift tents set up in the mud and snow.

“No,” he answered.

“This is a required mass,” Master Bou-raiy reminded him. “I ask once more, will you not join us?”

“No,” Francis answered without hesitation, not bothering to turn to face the man.

“Then you will answer to Father Abbot Agronguerre in the morning,” Bou-raiy said, and he left the room.

“No,” Francis said again. He considered the night, the last of God’s Year 829. He knew that the turn of the year was mostly a symbolic thing, the imposition of a human calendar on God’s universal clock. But he understood, too, the need for such symbols, the inspiration that a man might draw from them. The strength and resolve that a man might draw from them.

Brother Francis Dellacourt, an Abellican master, walked out of St.-Mere-Abelle that night, while the rest of the monastery sang in the mass in celebration of the New Year. He pulled a donkey behind him, the beast laden with mounds of blankets.

Across the frozen and long-dead tussie-mussie bed he went, into the muddy field, into the cold wind blowing back off All Saints Bay.

Many curious gazes settled upon him, and then a woman came out of the darkness to stand before him. Her face was half torn away, a mask of scars, and she tilted her head, regarding him with her one remaining eye.

“Do ye reek o’ the plague then?” Merry Cowsenfed asked.

Brother Francis came forward a step and fell to his knees before the woman, taking her hand in his own and pressing it to his lips.

He had found his church.

She talked and chatted with him easily, bouncing her ideas off him, and her fears; and though he never answered, Pony knew beyond doubt that he was truly with her again, that there was a sentient, conscious spirit of Elbryan out there, ready to help her sort out her feelings and her fears.

This was no trick of magic, she believed, no trick of imagination, and no imparting of false hopes. This was Elbryan, her Elbryan, within the mirror, looking at her, knowing her, and she him.

She found her strength there, though the world about her continued to darken, because there, in that hollow beneath the elm, in that mirror, Jilseponie Wyndon had found her church.
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How easy it is for a person to overwhelm herself merely by considering too big a picture. I have spent many, many months despairing over my inability to find a balance between community and self, fearing selfishness while becoming paralyzed by a world I know to be too far beyond my, or anyone’s, control.

What point was fighting the battle if the war could not, could never, be won?

And in that confusion, compounded by the purest grief, I became lost, a wandering, aimless person, searching for nothing more than peace. That peace I found in Fellowship Way, with Belster beside me, and with Bradwarden’s tunes and the ultimate serenity of the starry sky to calm my nights.

But those are frozen moments, I have come to know, little pieces of serenity in a storm of chaos. The world does not stop for the stars; the errors of mankind continue, and the dangers of nature are ever present. There is no end of turmoil, but far from a terrible thing, I have come to see that turmoil—change—is what adds meaning.

My lament was that perfection of society was not attainable, and I still hold by my words: There is no paradise in this existence for creatures as complex as human beings. There is no perfect human world bereft of strife and battle of one sort or another. I have not come to see a different truth than that. I have not found some magical remedy, some honest hope for paradise within the swirl of chaos.

Or perhaps I have.

In considering only the desired destination, I blinded myself to the road; and there lies the truth, there lies the hope, there lies the meaning. Since the end seemed unattainable, I believed the journey futile, and there was my error—and one I will forgive myself because of my fog of grief.

No one can make the world perfect. Not Nightbird. Not King Danube. Not Father Abbot Agronguerre, nor Father Abbot Markwart—and I do believe that Markwart, in his misguided way, tried to do just that—before him. No one, nor any one group, be it Church or Crown. Perhaps the perfect king could bring about paradise across the land—but for only a few short blinks in the rolling span of time. Even the great heroes, Terranen Dinoniel, Avelyn Desbris, and my own dear Nightbird, will fade in the fog of the ages, or their memories will be perverted and warped to suit the needs of current historians. Their message and their way will shine brightly, but briefly, in the context of history, because we are fallible creatures, doomed to forget and doomed to err.

Yet there is a point to it all. There is a meaning and a joy and a hope. For while perfection is not attainable, the glory and the satisfaction lie along the road.

And now I know, and perhaps this is the end of grief, that such a journey is worth taking. If all that I can accomplish is the betterment of a single day in the life of a single individual, then so be it. It is the attempt to do what is right—the attempt to move myself and those around me toward a better place—that is worth the sacrifice, however great that sacrifice must be.

Yes, I have lost my innocence. I have lost so many dear to me. Every day, I see the cairn of Elbryan. He was a ranger. He walked the road toward paradise with his eyes wide open and his heart full of hope and joy. He gave everything, his very life, trying to make the world a better place.

Futile?

Not to the people he saved. Not to the mothers and fathers who still have their children because of him. Not to the people of Caer Tinella, who would have died in the forest at the hands of the goblins and powries had it not been for Nightbird. And had Avelyn not given his life in destroying the physical manifestation of Bestesbulzibar, then all the world would be a darker place by far.

Perhaps this is the end of my grief, for now when I look upon the grave of Elbryan, I know only calm. He is with me, every step of my own road.

That road is out of Dundalis, I know, out of the hiding place called Fellowship Way, to those places where I am needed most, whatever the personal price.

Yes, I see the world clearly, with all its soiled corners, with all of its cairns for buried heroes.

There is work yet to be done.

—JILSEPONIE WYNDON


Chapter 30
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Fight On

“NOTHING BUT SICKNESS AND DEATH,” BELSTER O’COMELY SAID WITH DISGUST, waving his hands and his bar rag about dramatically. He wasn’t playing to any grand audience, though, for he and Pony were the only two in Fellowship Way at this early hour. “What’s in yer head, then?”

Pony looked at him, her face masked in the perfect expression of calm. “It is my place now,” she replied.

“Yer place?” Belster echoed. “Didn’t ye spend all yer breath in pullin’ me up here?”

“And I did need to come up here,” Pony tried to explain, though she knew that the journey she had walked to get to this point was something quite beyond her pragmatic friend. “And we have carved a good life out of Dundalis.”

“Then why leave?” Belster asked simply.

“I am needed in the south,” Pony said, for about the tenth time that morning.

Belster put on a contemplative expression and pose. “So—just so I’m sortin’ it out right—ye’re wanting to come north when all the world’s bright in the south, and now ye’re wantin’ to go south, when the darkness of the plague has swallowed the whole of it?” The portly man shook his head and snorted. “Chasin’ darkness, are ye, girl?”

Pony started to reply, but stopped, realizing that she had little to say against that interpretation of her actions. From Belster’s point of view, from the point of view of anyone who had not walked her recent spiritual path, it seemed that she was doing exactly that—chasing misery and darkness.

“Ye’re goin’ to get yerself sick and dead, is all,” Belster finished, and he wiped the rag hard across the bar.

Pony grabbed his arm and stared up at him, forcing him to look her directly in the eye. “I might do just that,” she said in all seriousness. “And I might go down there and do no good at all for anybody. But—can you not understand?—I have to try. I have been given this gift with the gemstones, a gift that the Abellican brothers claim is a direct calling from God. Am I to deny that? Am I to huddle with the hoarded gemstones while people around me suffer and die?”

“That’s what them monks do,” Belster reminded.

“And they are wrong,” Pony insisted.

“The gemstones won’t fix the rosy plague,” Belster said. “Ye did try, with Colleen and with others when ye were in Palmaris. Have ye forgotten that already?”

“I will never forget,” Pony grimly replied.

“Then why’re ye pretendin’ that ye don’t know better?” Belster demanded. “Ye fought the plague and it beat ye. Ye fought it again and it beat ye again—and ye’re not the first to wage this battle. Them monks, they know the truth of it, and they admit the truth of it, and that’s why they stay behind their walls.”

“No!” Pony interrupted. “They hide because they are afraid.”

“Because they’re smart.”

“Afraid,” Pony said again, firmly. “They hide because they have found no answer and fear the consequences of trying. If Avelyn thought along those same lines, would he have ever gone to Mount Aida after the demon dactyl? If Nightbird thought along those same lines, would he have joined me in my fight against Markwart?”

Belster started to respond, but Pony knew what was coming and cut him short. “Yes, they are both dead,” she said before he could. “But think of what might have happened if they had not tried, if they had not gone against their fears and won a battle that none believed they possibly could.”

Belster gave a great sigh of surrender.

The door to Fellowship Way banged open then, for the first time that morning, and a young man, Harley Oleman, crashed in, obviously agitated.

“It’s here! It’s here!” he cried. “The rosy plague’s found us!”

Pony looked at Belster.

“Jonno Drinks,” Harley Oleman explained. “Jonno Drinks’ got the rings!”

“Ye wanted yer fight,” Belster said quietly to Pony. “Seems like it found ye here.”

Pony dropped her hand into her gem pouch and produced the deep gray hematite, the soul stone, holding it up before Belster. “A fight that I am more than ready to wage,” she said determinedly. She headed for the door, motioning for Harley Oleman to follow her.

“He should be put right out,” Harley started to say, turning to plead with Belster as he did, for it was perfectly obvious that Pony wouldn’t be seeing things quite that way.

Pony knew Jonno Drinks, though not well, but even if she didn’t know him at all, it wouldn’t have been hard for her to figure out which cottage belonged to him. A crowd had gathered outside the small shack, many cursing and demanding that the man walk out of the house and out of their town.

They quieted considerably when Pony came through their ranks, casting stern glances at each and every one. “Compassion is salvation,” she reminded them. “Woe to you if you get the plague and die, but all the more woe to you if that happens after you have shown such cruelty to your fellows.”

And after the woman they held up as a great hero put them in their place, Pony stunned them even more by striding right up to Jonno Drinks’ door, and after a sharp rap to let the sick man know she was coming, right into the house.

She heard them before she closed the door behind her, some whispering that she, too, would have to be forced out of town.

She ignored them. Her fight lay before her, not behind—with the rosy plague and not with her fellow townsfolk.

She found Jonno Drinks in bed, feverish and with those same hollow, pleading eyes that had faced her in Palmaris. She was surprised at how advanced the plague already seemed in the man, and wondered if he had been hiding it for a while—and feared the consequences to the rest of Dundalis if that was the case.

“One battle at a time,” she reminded herself, and she clutched the soul stone tightly, bringing forth its magic to free her from her corporeal form, and then spiritually diving right at the man.

An hour later, Pony sat on the floor beside Jonno Drinks’ bed, thoroughly exhausted and sometimes slapping at her arms as if the little plague creatures were all about her. For all of her determination and all of her strength, she had done little to push back the plague in the man, she knew, and had once again nearly been overwhelmed.

The worst part was that she had believed she was making some progress at first, pushing through the green soup that was the plague, but then it had come at her, and viciously, and only her great power with the soul stone had kept the tiny demons at bay. A lesser gem user would have likely been overwhelmed by Jonno’s disease.

And so she believed that she had survived another encounter, but for Pony, that was hardly a victory.

She fell asleep right there, beside Jonno Drinks’ bed.

She awoke many hours later, when the sun was low in the west. She felt somewhat refreshed and turned back to Jonno, soul stone in hand, thinking to do battle one more time.

She found the man resting comfortably, though, and decided against the course. Let him sleep and let her gather even more strength before the next fight. She must be better prepared for that fight, she realized; should find some answers between now and then.

Pony pulled open the gemstone pouch and considered the myriad stones in there, searching for a combination, searching for some answer that would not come.

But then she thought of Elbryan and of Avelyn, of those heroes who had gone before, and she thought she knew where she might get some answers.

She came out of the house swiftly, wanting to get to Oracle before nightfall. The crowd was still there—nearly all the town now—waiting, waiting, like the specter of death itself.

“He dead?” one man asked.

Pony shook her head. “We are fighting,” she replied, and she noted that every one of them fell back at her approach.

“He should be put out of town,” another man, farther in back, remarked.

Pony stopped and glared in his direction. “Hear me well,” she said, her tone deathly cold. “If you, if any of you, think to harm Jonno Drinks, or think to put him out of town, then I will hunt you down.”

“Easy, girl,” said Belster, coming forward through the mob and reaching out to take Pony’s arm.

But she pulled away from him forcefully. “I mean every word,” she warned. “Leave him be, in his house. Surround the place with flowers, if that will bring you some measure of comfort, but do not harm him in any way.” The manner in which she spoke the words, so calmly, so determined, combined with that prominent gem pouch and that marvelous sword strapped on her hip, caused many a face to blanch. These people knew Jilseponie and knew her well—well enough to fear her should they provoke her wrath.

To heighten the effect, a moment later, powerful Symphony thundered into town, galloping down the road.

Pony looked at the horse with awe—it was as if he had read her mind, yet again, and had come rushing to her aid. She had to wonder how great the connection between her and Symphony had become, how powerful the magic of the turquoise set in the horse’s breast truly might be.

Those were questions for another day. She grabbed Symphony by the mane and leaped up, rolling into position atop him.

And off they went. Pony didn’t even have to guide the horse, for he seemed to know her destination well. Before the sun went down, she was at the grove, at the little hollow at the base of the elm, settling in to talk with the spirits.

She called to Elbryan, she called to Avelyn, but what she found instead, whether in her mind or in that other dimension she believed existed behind the mirror, was an image of the world before the human kingdoms, a preternatural world of great beasts and exotic plants, of ragged clans of men living under pine boughs or in caves: a world before the Abellican Church, before civilization itself.

Before human civilization, for there were races far older than Man.

And there was something else, Pony realized as she examined that strange sensation of times long past: the rosy plague. It was older than the kingdoms, older than the Church, older than mankind.

Perhaps the answer lay in the past, in those whose memories were longer than the records of mankind.

Another image came to Pony then, but surely in her head, in her fairly recent memories, when she and Elbryan had camped on the side of a mountain in the west, staring down at an opaque veil of fog, with Andur’Blough Inninness, the valley of the Touel’alfar, hidden beyond it.

Later that night, back in her room at Fellowship Way in Dundalis, Pony went into the soul stone again, with all her strength—not to attack Jonno’s plague this time, but to fly out across the miles, to the west, to the elves.

In mere minutes, she came to mountain passes she had walked once before, with Elbryan. Had she been walking now, she realized, she never would have found the specific trails to the well-hidden elven valley, but in her spiritual form, she was able to soar up past the peaks, getting a wide view of mountains majestic. Still, it took Pony a long, long time to sort out that maze of mountains, to find, nestled in one wide vale, a familiar opaque blanket of magical fog.

She went down to the mountain slope above that blanket and paused. She knew that the elves had set an enchantment upon the place to prevent unwanted visitors—and anyone who was n’Touel’alfar was considered an unwanted visitor!—but she had no idea if their magical wards extended into the realm of the spirit. She spent a long time studying that veil, and she did indeed sense danger there, even for her in this form.

Perhaps she could flow through the mountain, she thought, down through cracks in the stone that would bring her into the elven valley underneath the poisoned carpet of fog. She studied the rock beneath her, picking her path. Then she stopped abruptly, shifting her attention; for there, rising out of the fog, was the most beautiful creature she had ever seen, an elven woman with golden eyes and golden hair, with features angular yet soft, and perfectly symmetrical. She was dressed in flowing robes of the palest green, trimmed with golden lace, and a crown of thorns adorned her forehead. Pony knew before a word was spoken that this was Lady Dasslerond standing before her.

The elf held up her hand, and Pony saw the sparkle of a green gem within, and then she felt the waves of magic rolling over her spirit and body, as if the miles themselves were somehow contracting to bring her wholly to this place.

Pony knew that she could resist that magic, could fight back, and her instincts almost led her to do just that. But she held back and trusted in the fair Lady of Caer’alfar.

A strange sensation washed over Pony, and she felt as if she were corporeal again—corporeal and standing on the slope just above the elven valley, hundreds of miles from Dundalis.

“I would have been disappointed if you did not seek us out,” Lady Dasslerond remarked. “And I have been disappointed in you before, Jilseponie Wyndon.”

The words caught Pony off guard, and she looked at the elf curiously.

“Your actions in Palmaris were not unknown to me,” Dasslerond went on. “I am not fond of assassins.”

Pony knew then that the elf had to be talking about her attempt on Markwart’s life, a shot with the lodestone from a rooftop far away.

“Better for all the world if I had succeeded, then,” Pony replied without hesitation.

“But better for Jilseponie?”

“Better for Nightbird!” Pony retorted, and that seemed to set Dasslerond back on her pretty little heels a bit.

The elf paused, then nodded. “I expect much from one who has learned bi’nelle dasada,” she said.

“I understand my responsibilities,” Pony replied. “The sword dance will not be shared with anyone.”

“So Belli’mar Juraviel has told me, and so I believe,” Dasslerond said.

“But I did not come to you to speak of the sword dance,” Pony went on, feeling the tug of her magic and fearing that exhaustion would overtake her and send her careening back to Dundalis—if that’s where her physical form remained. “Our lands are thick with a disease, the rosy plague.”

“This is known to me.”

“You and your people have battled this disease before,” Pony reasoned, “or at least, you have watched the humans battle against it.”

Dasslerond nodded.

“Then tell me how to fight it,” Pony pleaded hopefully. “Show me the wisdom of the ages, that I might bring some hope to a world grown dark!”

Dasslerond’s expression dropped, and with it, Pony’s hopes. “That wisdom is already known to the Abellican brothers and to your King,” she explained.

“To hide?”

“Indeed.”

“As you and your people will hide?”

“Indeed,” said the lady of Caer’alfar. “This plague is the affair of humans, and we intend to keep it that way.” Pony’s expression hardened into a sneer, but Dasslerond continued undeterred. “We are not numerous,” she explained, “nor do we procreate quickly. If the rosy plague found us in our home, it could destroy all that is left of the Touel’alfar. I cannot take that chance, whatever the cost to the humans.”

Pony bit her lip—and felt the physical sensation as if she were indeed corporeal.

“This I will give you, and only this,” Dasslerond went on, and she reached her other hand out from within her robes, showing a parchment to Pony. She let go of the parchment and gave a gentle puff, and it floated across the expanse on magical winds into Pony’s waiting hands.

“A poultice and a syrup,” the lady of Caer’alfar explained. “They will not cure the plague—nothing that I know of in all the world will do that—but they will bring some relief to, and extend the life of, those afflicted.”

Pony glanced down at the parchment, recognizing some names of herbs and other plants. “Why were these mixtures not known before?” she asked.

“They were,” Dasslerond replied, “in the time of the last plague. The memory of Man is not long, I fear.”

Pony glanced down at the parchment again, not knowing if it would return with her to Dundalis and wanting to remember well the recipes.

“That is all I can do,” Lady Dasslerond said suddenly, drawing Pony’s attention back. “You must now leave from this place. Perhaps we will survive this time, and if so, then perhaps we will meet again. Farewell, Jilseponie Wyndon.” And she held up her hand and that sparkling emerald gemstone.

Pony held up her hand, as well, trying to make the lady pause long enough for her to commit the recipes to memory; but then, suddenly, she felt the waves of emerald magic and she was flying, flying, across the miles, soaring faster than the wind out of the mountains, away from Lady Dasslerond’s secret domain and back to her own room in Fellowship Way in Dundalis.

She was there for just a moment, in body and in spirit, and then, overwhelmed by magical exhaustion, as if Dasslerond had somehow tapped into her own energies to bring about the more complete physical teleportation, she collapsed into unconsciousness.

Belli’mar Juraviel was waiting for Lady Dasslerond just beneath the opaque veil of mist. He nodded his approval and his thanks, for in truth, he had little idea of how sternly Dasslerond would treat their uninvited guest.

“You wanted to tell her,” he remarked slyly.

Dasslerond fixed him with a puzzled expression.

“About her child,” Juraviel said with a hopeful smile.

But that grin could not survive Dasslerond’s ensuing glower. “Not at all,” the lady said determinedly, and Juraviel knew that his hopes and his guess were misplaced.

“She has no child,” Lady Dasslerond added; and she walked past, back down to the world of the Touel’alfar.

Belli’mar Juraviel stood on the mountain slope for a long, long while, wounded by the unyielding coldness of his lady. He had thought that he had found a chink in her armor, a weak link in her great coat woven of duty; but he knew now that he was wrong.

He thought of the young ranger in training, Aydrian, and wondered if the boy would ever know the truth of his mother or that she was still very much alive.

“Aydrian,” Juraviel said aloud, an elvish title that meant “lord of the skies,” or “eagle.” Lady Dasslerond had allowed Juraviel finally to name the boy, and had approved of his lofty choice wholeheartedly—yet another signal to Juraviel that Lady Dasslerond thought this young lad could aspire to the epitome of the profession, could become the perfect ranger. Only one other ranger in the history of the training had been given the title Aydrian, the very first ranger ever trained in Andur’Blough Inninness.

That ranger had gone on to live a long, though fairly uneventful, life; and since that time, no one had ever presumed to give the name to another young trainee.

But this one was different. Very different and very special.

Juraviel just wished that Dasslerond would involve Jilseponie with the lad, for her sake and, more important, for the sake of the child.

When Pony awoke, she found, to her relief, that it had not all been a dream; for in her hand she held the parchment given her by Lady Dasslerond. She didn’t understand the magic that had worked the physical transportation of her corporeal body—or at least some of it—and then of the parchment.

But that was a question for another day, for a day when the rosy plague was beaten. She still had no solution, no cure, but at least she had a weapon now. She looked down at the parchment and nodded her relief to find that neither the poultice nor the syrup required any ingredients that could not be readily found. It also struck her that many of the ingredients were flowers, including many of those commonly found in the monks’ tussie-mussie beds. Perhaps there was something to those old tales of posies and the like.

Armed with her parchment, Pony rushed downstairs, to find that it was morning again, and late morning at that.

“I thought ye’d sleep the whole of the day away,” Belster remarked, and the grim edge to his voice told Pony of his deeper fears: that this time, the rosy plague had caught her.

“Gather your friends,” Pony said, scampering over to the bar and placing the parchment before the startled innkeeper. “We need to collect all these things and put them together quickly.”

“Where’d ye get this?”

“From a friend,” Pony replied, “one who visited me in the night, and one we can trust.”

Belster looked down at the beautiful script on the page, and, though he could barely read, the delicate lines of calligraphy certainly gave him some indication of who that nighttime visitor might have been.

“Will it work?” he asked.

“It will help,” Pony answered. “Now be off and be quick. And find one who can scribe copies, that we might send them to the south!”

Later that same afternoon, Pony knelt beside the bed of Jonno Drinks. She had lathered his emaciated, racked body with the poultice and had spooned several large doses of the syrup into him. And now she had her soul stone in hand, ready to go in and do battle with her newest allies beside her.

She found the plague waiting for her, like some crouched demon, wounded by the elven medicines. But that wound only seemed to make the tiny plague demons even more vicious in their counterattack, and Pony soon found herself slouched on the floor, overwhelmed and exhausted.

Jonno Drinks was resting more comfortably, it seemed, but Pony knew that she had done little to defeat the plague, that she and her elven-made allies might have bought the poor man a little comfort and a little time, but nothing more.

Still, she went at the plague again the next day, and the next after that, fighting with all her strength, again trying various gemstone combinations.

Jonno Drinks was dead within the week, leaving Pony frustrated and feeling very small indeed.


Chapter 31
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Saving Potential Saints

ABBOT BRAUMIN’S EYES WIDENED WHEN HIS DOOR SWUNG OPEN AND TIMIAN Tetrafel, Duke of the Wilderlands, Baron of Palmaris, stormed in, a very agitated Brother Talumus right on his heels.

“I tried to keep him out,” Talumus started to explain.

“Keep me out indeed!” Tetrafel boomed. “I will raze your walls if ever I find the doors closed to me again.”

“The abbey is closed,” Abbot Braumin said, working hard to make his tone calm, to show complete control here.

“And the streets are full of dying people!” Tetrafel yelled at him.

“That is why the abbey is closed,” Braumin replied, “as should be Chasewind Manor—none to enter and none to leave.”

“I am watching my city die about me,” Tetrafel fumed, “and I have had to expel several servants and soldiers from my own house these last three weeks! It will catch us in our holes, I say!”

“A situation more likely if we come out of those holes,” said Abbot Braumin, “or allow others in.”

“Are you not hearing me?” the Duke cried. “The rosy plague has entered my house.”

Abbot Braumin stared long and hard at the man, trying to be sympathetic but also holding fast to his pragmatism. “You should not have come here,” he said. “And you, Brother Talumus, should not have let him in.”

“He had an army with him,” Talumus protested. “They said that—”

“That we would tear down your doors,” Tetrafel finished for him. “And so we would have done just that. Thrown St. Precious open wide for the masses to come in.” He walked over to the room’s one window and tore the curtain aside. “Can you not see them down there, Abbot Braumin?” he asked. “Can you not hear their misery?”

“Every groan,” replied Braumin, in all seriousness and with not a hint of sarcasm in his words.

“They are afraid,” said Tetrafel, calming a bit. “Those who are not afflicted fear that they soon will be, and those who are … they have nothing to lose.”

Braumin nodded.

“There are fights all around the city,” the Duke went on. “Those few ships that do come in cannot find anyone to help unload their cargoes. The farmers who come in with crops find themselves assaulted almost as soon as they pass through the city gates, the mobs of miserable, helpless victims fighting for food they can no longer afford to buy.”

Abbot Braumin listened carefully, understanding then the fears that had brought Tetrafel so forcefully, and so unexpectedly, to St. Precious. The plague continued to intensify in Palmaris, ravaging the city; and Tetrafel was afraid, and rightly so, that the city could explode into rioting and mayhem. Braumin had heard rumors that the city guardsmen were not overfond of their new ruler, and no doubt Tetrafel was having trouble controlling them. Thus Duke Tetrafel, coming into St. Precious with such fire and self-righteousness, was in fact guided by simple desperation. The city had to be put in line or suffer even worse, and Tetrafel was afraid that he could not rely on the soldiers to carry out his orders.

“All that you say is already known to me,” Braumin said, after Tetrafel finished his long rant.

“Well, what then do you intend to do about it?” the Duke asked.

Braumin put on a puzzled expression. “I?” he asked.

“Are you not the abbot of St. Precious?”

“Indeed, and as such, I am not the magistrate in control of Palmaris’ streets,” Braumin replied. “That is your jurisdiction, Duke Tetrafel, and so I suggest that you put your soldiers to work quickly. As for me and my brethren, we will continue our course, offering masses from the walls.”

“And hiding behind the walls,” Tetrafel muttered sarcastically.

Braumin let the remark pass. “We are the guardians of the spirit, not of the body,” the abbot went on. “We have no power over the rosy plague; and the best that we can do is lend comfort—from a safe distance, yes—to those afflicted. To ease their passage from this life.”

Tetrafel stuttered over several intended replies, and wound up throwing his hands up in disgust. “The healers of the world!” he cried, storming out of the room.

Abbot Braumin motioned for Talumus to close the door behind the departing Duke. “I am sorry, abbot,” Talumus explained. “I would not have allowed him admittance, but I feared that his soldiers would take down the gates.”

Braumin was nodding and patting the air comfortingly. “Find Viscenti and Castinagis,” he instructed. “Work with them to triple the watches at the front gates. If Duke Tetrafel returns, deny him admittance.”

“And his soldiers?”

“Keep them out,” Abbot Braumin said grimly, “by whatever means necessary. By lightning stroke and fireball, by crossbow quarrel and hot oil. Keep them out. St. Precious is not to be violated again, at any cost.”

Talumus stood as if struck for a long while, staring wide-eyed at Braumin—and Braumin knew that it was as much his tone as his words that had so caught the young man off guard. But this was not the time for squeamishness, Braumin knew, not the time for weakening convictions. Their duty in a time of the rosy plague was simply to survive, to hold the secrets and teaching of their faith secure for the world when the darkness at last lifted.

Still, he saw them now, with the curtain torn away from his window: the miserable wretches huddled and shivering, though the day was warm.

For kindhearted Abbot Braumin Herde, the sight nearly broke him.

The young monk came out of St.-Mere-Abelle solemnly, the walk of the dead. He carried a large pack, stuffed with food and other supplies, but the parting gift of the Abellican brothers to this poor, frightened, plague-infested young man hardly seemed to suffice.

As he had been ordered, he crossed the tussie-mussie bed; and as soon as he did, the other plague victims knew that he, too, had become one of them. They came to him and crowded about, as much to see what he had in his pack as to offer their sympathy.

That craven desperation only made the poor young monk even more upset, and he pushed people away and cried out.

And then one peasant woman with half her face torn away approached him, and her smile was too genuine and too comforting for the monk to mistrust her. She took his hand in her own, patted it and kissed it gently, then led him through the gathering.

He saw a fellow brother then, though he hardly recognized Master Francis, with his beard and long, dirty hair. Francis recognized him, however, and he patted the young brother on the shoulder. “I will come to you this very night,” he promised, and he showed the young brother a soul stone. “Perhaps together we can banish the plague from your body.”

Glad that his frightened brother was calmed somewhat by the pledge, Francis patted him again on the shoulder and nodded to Merry Cowsenfed, who led the monk away.

Francis had other matters to attend at that time, but when he glanced back toward the abbey, he saw a vision he could not resist, a one-armed monk dressed in a robe of flowers, standing just inside the alcove before St.-Mere-Abelle’s great gates, on the safe side of the tussie-mussie bed.

“Begone, beggar,” Fio Bou-raiy said when Francis came over to face him across the flower bed.

“How far the mighty have fallen, then,” Francis replied, and a flicker of recognition crossed Master Bou-raiy’s face at the sound of that familiar voice. Bou-raiy moved closer to the tussie-mussie bed and peered intently at the hunched figure across the way, wearing still the robes of an Abellican monk, though they, too, like Francis, had weathered the winter and spring badly.

“Still alive?” Bou-raiy asked with a snicker.

“That, or I am the specter of death come to warn you of the consequences of your cowardice,” Francis replied sarcastically.

“I would have thought that the plague had taken you by now,” Bou-raiy went on, seemingly unperturbed by Francis’ unyielding sarcasm. “Any little rings about your body, Master Francis?”

“None,” Francis answered defiantly. “But if the plague does find me, then I know it to be God’s will.”

“A fool’s consequence, more likely,” Bou-raiy interrupted.

Francis paused, then nodded, conceding the point. “I have saved one already,” he replied. “My life for the reward of another’s life.”

“The life of an Abellican master for the life of a lowly peasant,” Bou-raiy retorted, obviously unimpressed.

“Perhaps I will save even more,” Francis went on, and he held up the soul stone.

“You are ahead of the odds already,” Bou-raiy replied. “One in twenty, brother, and one in seven will poison you.”

“I have treated scores,” Francis stated.

“And saved only one?”

“Too many are far too advanced in the plague when they arrive,” Francis tried to explain, though he wondered why he even bothered trying to reach this stubborn brother.

“And what of Brother Gellis?” Master Bou-raiy asked, motioning in the direction where the newest addition to the plague camp had gone. “First signs. Can Francis the hero save him?”

Francis shrugged calmly.

“And what of the other three monks who have left St.-Mere-Abelle?” Bou-raiy asked slyly, for he knew well enough their fate.

Francis had no answer. Indeed, three other plague-afflicted brothers had come out of the barricaded abbey, and all three had died within two weeks. Francis had tried to save them, had worked with them, joining their spirits within the magic of the hematite, but to no avail.

“It would seem that you have survived longer than the old poems predict,” Master Bou-raiy conceded, “but also have you failed to heal as many as the old poems predict. Perhaps you are not going at this task with all your heart, brother.”

Francis just glared at him.

“Father Abbot Agronguerre would allow you to return to us,” Bou-raiy then said, taking Francis by complete surprise. “Of course, you would have to spend a week within the gatehouse, secluded, and that even after several brothers had probed your spirit with soul stones. But if you remain plague free, then you will be back in the fold, brother, back to your position of master, and none will judge your indiscretions.”

Now Francis stared at the man incredulously, wondering why Bou-raiy would even relay such an invitation. Surely Bou-raiy would be happier if Francis dropped dead of the plague there and then!

But when he thought more carefully about it all, Francis understood the master’s seeming enthusiasm about his possible return, and suspected that Bou-raiy might even have suggested the invitation to Father Abbot Agronguerre. Because if Francis gave up his mission and walked back into St.-Mere-Abelle, he would be bolstering the Church canon concerning the plague, would be admitting that this enemy was far beyond the power of the monks and their gemstones even to be faced.

Hadn’t the former Father Abbot Dalebert Markwart used those same tactics against his enemies? Against Jojonah and his followers? Hadn’t Markwart, in fact, offered that same sweet honey—forgiveness, even redemption, back in the Abellican fold—to hold Francis to his side after Francis had inadvertently killed Grady Chilichunk on the road from Palmaris?

“Do you see that woman?” Francis asked, pointing across the field to a woman walking with a limp and a stooped back and carrying two pails for water. “Her name is Merry Cowsenfed,” Francis explained. “She came from Falidean town, far to the south, by way of St. Gwendolyn. She, too, is scarred with the rings of the rosy plague, but Abbess Delenia went to her and healed her.”

“And Abbess Delenia is now dead,” Bou-raiy reminded him. “And St. Gwendolyn is a mere shell, being run by but a handful of minor sisters.”

“But they tried,” Francis explained emphatically. “And because Abbess Delenia had the heart to try, Merry Cowsenfed is alive. Now, you will argue that her life is not worth that of a single Abellican, let alone an abbess, but look at her! Watch her every move! The woman, this peasant that you would so easily disclaim and allow to die, is beatified by her every action. A hundred years hence, there may well be a new saint, Saint Merry, who would have died unnoticed had not Abbess Delenia tried. You cannot place value upon people because of their temporary station in life, brother. That is your error, the arrogance that allows you to justify your decision to hide behind thick stone walls.”

Master Fio Bou-raiy stared long and hard at Merry Cowsenfed as she made her slow, deliberate way across the field. Then he turned back to Francis; and for a moment, just a split second, Francis thought that he had gotten through to the stubborn man. But then Bou-raiy snorted and waved his hand, and whirled about, his flower-sewn robes flying wide.

Francis just put his head down and walked back out to his people. As he had promised, he went to the newest addition to the plague camp, the exiled young Brother Gellis, that very night, and together, they fiercely battled the rosy plague within the monk.

For only the second time in the few months Francis had been outside, he believed that he was making strong progress against the disease, but then, one morning, Gellis awoke with a scream, his body racked by fever.

He died that same afternoon.

Francis walked with the bearers as they carried his emaciated body to the pyre for burning. He noted that his fellow monks were watching that procession from St.-Mere-Abelle’s wall, prominent among them Fio Bou-raiy, with his flowered robe and his grim expression.

He and Francis locked stares from across the distance for just a moment, but it was not a harmonious joining of mind and spirit.


Chapter 32
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Safeguarding

IT FELT SO GOOD TO HAVE THE WIND ON HER FACE AGAIN—NOT THE LIMITED breeze that whistled through Castle Ursal’s windows, but the wide and strong wind, blowing across the fields, bending trees and grass, carrying the scents of the summertime flowers.

Constance Pemblebury urged her horse on even faster, a full gallop, despite the cries of protest from Danube and Kalas behind her. She needed this moment, this brief, too brief escape from the grim realities of the rosy plague. King Danube had arranged it, had cleared a wide path to the gardens, lining them with vigilant Allheart knights so that he and his two friends could at last enjoy a morning outside the castle, out of sight and sound of any of the miserable plague victims. Danube had hoped that Merwick and Torrence would accompany them as well—he had even rigged a seat to put behind Constance’s saddle for Torrence—but Constance, though more than ready to take this chance for herself, would in no way allow her children out of the relative safety of the castle.

Constance felt her hair waving out behind her, felt as if she had escaped the very bonds of Corona itself. But then she had to slow, for she was approaching the far end of the rectangular garden, Allheart knights were warning her back, and Danube and Kalas were calling out to her.

She brought her horse to a trot and heard the approach of the two horses behind her. It was easy enough for her to turn in her sidesaddle and glance back at the King and Duke, and she did so with a wistful and mischievous smile. “Why haven’t we done this a thousand times?” she asked.

Before either of the two men could answer, though, there came a tumult from the other direction, from the near end of the garden; and all three looked to see a mob of peasants bursting through the Allheart ranks, crying out for their king.

“Ye must save us!” It started as a plea.

“Where’s our God? Why’s he not hearing ye, me King?” Then the voices rolled in together, as if the whole mob had taken on a single heart and voice. From begging to questioning to, at last, and predictably, anger.

“Ye’ve abandoned us! Ye’re lettin’ us rot!”

The Allheart knights rushed around on their horses, trying to stem the tide; and under normal circumstances, they would have easily controlled the ragtag peasants. But nothing was ordinary about this scene—for the mob was too wild and uncontrolled, for these were people with absolutely nothing left to lose: people who would even, at some basic level, prefer the lance of an Allheart knight now compared to the slow and agonizing death they were facing. Also, the knights themselves didn’t attack with vigor, for they understood that these were plague victims, walking poison. To strike one was to wear the blood of one; and then even a noble Allheart knight could find himself on the other side of this line.

“Run him again, and swiftly!” Duke Kalas called to Constance. Before the stunned and emotionally wounded King Danube could begin to react, quick-thinking Kalas grabbed the King’s horse’s bridle and pulled the beast in a turn with his own, then reached back and swatted Danube’s horse a sharp crack on the rump.

Off they flew, all three, running fast for the southern gate of Castle Ursal, leaving the mob behind, and approaching, Danube saw to his dismay, a line of archers preparing their deadly volley.

“Bobbed arrows alone!” he commanded, referring to the practice, headless arrows the archers often used in Castle Ursal’s wide courtyard.

“But, my King—” the leader of the brigade began to protest. Danube shot him such a scowl that the words stuck in his throat.

Satisfied that the brigade would do as he commanded, Danube thundered away for the southern gate, urging his horse into a rough lope and running purposely on the cobblestones now, the sound of the hooves drowning out plaintive and angry cries from the field behind.

An upset and dejected Danube sat on his throne later that day, his hands out before his face, fingers tapping.

“Only a handful were seriously injured,” remarked Duke Kalas, sitting next to him. “Only one peasant was killed.”

“Your Allhearts performed with their usual brilliance,” Danube offered, but that recognition hardly seemed to brighten his mood. “Though I fear we’ll not know the full extent of the disaster until weeks have passed,” he added, a clear reference to the fact that several of those Allheart knights might have become exposed to the rosy plague in the riot.

And all of it, both men understood too clearly, was due to the fact that the King merely wanted a day out in the sunshine, a day out of the tomb that Castle Ursal had become.

“We should be looking to the greater fortune of the day,” said Constance, standing a short distance away. Behind her, Merwick and Torrence played in the bliss of youthful ignorance, making toys out of relics, smudging priceless tapestries, laughing and crying with equally fervent passion. “Had we not reacted as swiftly as we did, it is possible that all three of us would have found ourselves in the midst of the plague-ridden.”

“They would not have unhorsed us,” Duke Kalas said with a fierce and determined look.

“Would they have had to?” Constance answered. “Or would the King of Honce-the-Bear soon be facing the same executioner as they?”

It was true enough, and no one had an answer against it. The plague victims had come close to the King himself, far too close.

“We will not be able to do such a thing again,” Danube announced. Kalas, whose stress had grown with each passing day, scowled all the more. “We were foolish even to go out there at this time.”

“The plague has never been thicker about Ursal’s streets,” Duke Kalas admitted grimly.

“And whether we take chances or not, there remains the possibility of its finding a way into our house,” Constance added. Both Kalas and Danube eyed her curiously, for her tone showed that her statement was leading to something more.

“These are dangerous times,” she said, moving closer, but pointedly glancing back at her two children as she did, “more dangerous to the Throne of the kingdom, I would argue, than ever was the dactyl or its evil minions.”

King Danube nodded, but wasn’t so certain of that. Of course, he had never shared the little secret of Father Abbot Markwart’s vengeful spirit making several threatening visits to his private bedchambers. On the surface though, and except for that one point, Constance’s argument was well taken. The dactyl’s war, for all its terror and trouble, never got anywhere near Ursal, but remained in the northern reaches of the kingdom.

The plague, on the other hand, loomed all about Castle Ursal’s walls.

“I am not certain that this latest plague is not another manifestation of the dactyl’s evil minions,” King Danube did argue.

“For all of our cautions,” Constance went on, “for all the soldiers lining the walls, and for all the thickness of those walls themselves, we cannot guarantee that the plague will not find us, any of us. And if it does, even if it is you, my King, then all the monks in all the world will likely prove useless against its workings.”

Duke Kalas snorted loudly at that statement, for he had long ago determined the Abellican monks to be useless against any sort of illness. Was it not a disease, after all, and one far less powerful than the rosy plague, that had killed young Queen Vivian? And that right before the eyes of Abbot Je’howith?

“I thank you for the cheerful warning,” Danube said dryly. “But in all truth, Constance, this danger has been known to us since the beginning.”

“Then why have you taken no steps to solidify the kingdom in its event?” the woman bluntly asked.

A puzzled King Danube stared at her.

“Merwick and Torrence,” Duke Kalas said quietly, catching on, and before King Danube could pick up on that, he went on. “The line of succession is already in place. Have you forgotten Prince Midalis of Vanguard?”

“We do not even know if my brother is alive,” Danube admitted before Constance could reply. “We have had no word from Vanguard in many months.”

“Surely if he had fallen, then word would have been passed south,” Kalas argued.

Danube nodded. “Probably,” he admitted, “but we cannot be certain, nor can we be certain that my brother is not now lying feverish in a bed, heavy with plague.”

Kalas sighed.

“It is the truth, if an unpleasant one,” King Danube added, then he turned to Constance. “What solution do you see?” he asked, though it was obvious to him and to Kalas what she was hinting at.

Constance eyed the King directly, then turned her gaze, taking his with her, toward her—toward their—two children.

Duke Kalas gave a laugh. “How fortunate,” he muttered sarcastically.

But King Danube wasn’t seeing things that way at all. “How fortunate indeed,” he echoed, but in a very different tone. “And our experience this day reminded me of how fragile is our existence.” He rose from his chair and walked deliberately toward Constance. “You are my witness in this, Duke Kalas,” he said solemnly.

“Yes, my King,” came the obedient answer, for even stubborn Kalas knew when he could not push the boundaries with his friend.

“In the event of my death, the throne passes to my brother, Prince Midalis of Vanguard,” Danube said formally. “In the event that Prince Midalis is unable to ascend the throne, then Merwick, son of Constance, son of King Danube Brock Ursal, shall be crowned King of Honce-the-Bear, and a regent shall be appointed from the dukes of the land to oversee the kingdom until he is old enough and trained enough to assume the responsibilities of the Throne.

“Beyond Merwick, the title and claim lie with young Torrence, again under the tutelage of a properly appointed regent. And I should like you, my friend Kalas, to serve as that regent if you are able.”

Constance beamed but said nothing; nor did Duke Kalas, who wore a very different expression, somewhat of a cross between amusement and disgust.

“Go and fetch the royal scribe,” Danube instructed Constance, “and the abbot of St. Honce and any of the other noblemen who are about the castle. We will make this proclamation again, in full witness and with all the propriety demanded of such a solemn occasion.”

Constance was gone in the blink of an eye.

“I hope she made you as happy in the moment of conceiving the children as you made her now,” Duke Kalas remarked. Danube turned a dangerous stare on him, warning him that he might again be crossing the very thin line that separated the words of a friend to a friend from the words of a Duke to his King.

“I am weary of the road, my friend,” Prince Midalis told Andacanavar as the two at last came into the more familiar reaches of Vanguard, nearing home. “I do not understand how you can live such a nomadic life.”

“It is the way of my people,” Andacanavar explained. “We move to follow the caribou herds and the elk, to escape winter’s bite in the far north and summer’s plague of insects in the south.”

Midalis nodded and smiled, obviously unconvinced of the benefits of such a life.

“This road was more lonely than most,” the ranger went on. “Few contacts, out of necessity. Trust me, my friend, you will enjoy another such journey someday, after the plague has passed, when we can dine with the farmers along the road or speak with the hardy woodsmen of the Timberlands across a tavern table.”

“And perhaps we shall do just that,” said Midalis. “But for now, I am glad to be home.”

Soon after, the pair came in sight of St. Belfour, walking their mounts along the trail climbing to the lea that lay before the abbey.

And then they saw them, the refugees, strewn across the lawn before St. Belfour. Miserable, plague-ridden wretches, many near death.

The rosy plague had beaten Prince Midalis back to his homeland.

“Would that I was born with a womb,” Duke Kalas snickered as Constance walked by him later that night in a torch-lit corridor in Castle Ursal, “and all the charms to catch a nobleman’s fancy.”

Constance glared at him, but he relieved the tension with a burst of laughter. “I blame you not at all,” Kalas went on.

“And I do not appreciate your sarcasm,” she coldly replied. “Can you deny the responsibility of my decision? Would you have Honce-the-Bear without a proper line of succession should King Danube die?”

Kalas laughed again. “Pragmatism? Or personal gain?”

“Can they not be one and the same?”

“I am not angry with you, dear Constance,” the Duke explained. “Jealous, perhaps, and filled with admiration. I believe that you became pregnant by King Danube deliberately, both times. You conceived Merwick on the barge south from Palmaris, when you knew that another woman had caught Danube’s oft-wandering eye.” He noted that Constance did wince a bit at the reference to Jilseponie. “And so you struck your love coup, and brilliantly, and you have patiently awaited the time to gain the declaration that you hold so dear.”

Constance stood, steel jawed, staring at him, not blinking.

“You used those tools and weapons available to you to insinuate yourself into the royal line,” Duke Kalas stated bluntly, and he gave a great bow and swept his arm out wide. He staggered a bit as he did, and only then did Constance catch on that the man might have indulged himself with a few potent drinks.

She started to comment on that, but stopped herself. How could she judge Kalas at this unsettling time, after the terrifying incident in the garden? In truth, Constance, too, would have liked to spend that night curled up with a bottle!

“You can think whatever you wish of me,” she said instead calmly, “but I do love him—”

“You always have,” Duke Kalas replied. “And do not misunderstand me, for I’ll say nothing to King Danube to change his mind or his course, nor do I consider that course ill for Honce-the-Bear.”

“You judge me,” Constance accused, “but I do love him, with all of my heart.”

“And he?”

Constance looked away, then shook her head. “He does not love me,” she admitted. “He’ll not even share my bed any longer, though he proclaims that we remain friends—and indeed, he treats me well.”

“He asked you to ride today,” Duke Kalas said, and his voice took on a different, sympathetic tone.

“Danube has always held me dear as a friend,” Constance said. “But he does not love me. Never that. He loves the memory of Vivian. He loves …”

“That woman,” Kalas finished, his voice low. “The hero.”

His obvious enmity surprised Constance. She was no friend of Jilseponie Wyndon’s, of course, but it seemed from Duke Kalas’ tone that he cared for the woman even less than she. Wounded pride, Constance figured, for hadn’t Jilseponie refused his advances in Palmaris?

But then Kalas surprised her even more.

“Pity the kingdom if King Danube finds his love,” he said.

Constance stared at him curiously.

“The marriage of Church and Crown,” Kalas said dryly, “the end of the world.”

“If you feel that way, then it is good that you do not oppose me,” Constance said after a long and considering pause. She gave a little snicker and started away.

“A pity that you have no connections in Vanguard,” came Kalas’ voice behind her, and she stopped and turned on him suspiciously. “Else you could eliminate the last barrier to your glory.”

Duke Kalas bowed again and wisely ran away.

His remark had been said in jest, Constance knew, but still, she could not help but retrace the actions that had brought her to this point. She was not without guilt, but that was only a minor twinge against the reality of her current situation. The kingdom was better off for her deliberate course, and now Constance had insinuated her bloodline, her children, into the royal line. Even if neither of her sons actually got to the throne, their children would remain in the line of ascent, and so on throughout the coming generations.

One day in the future, near or far, Constance Pemblebury would be remembered as the Queen Mother of Honce-the-Bear.


Chapter 33
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The Abandoned Flock

HE LOOKED AT HIS LOVER AND BLAMED HIMSELF. THERE WAS NO AVOIDING IT. Dainsey had wanted to come back to Palmaris for a visit—the plague had arrived in all force in Caer Tinella, anyway—but Roger had argued against the course.

But he hadn’t argued strenuously enough, and the two had traveled south. Now, less than a month later, Dainsey stood beside him on wobbly legs, her eyes sunken and listless, her brow beaded with the sweat of a fever, her body marked by rosy splotches ringed in white—though Roger had taken great pains to cover the woman enough to hide those telltale marks before venturing here to St. Precious.

Still, it would not be enough, he knew, to get them through the gatehouse. They had been admitted over the tussie-mussie bed immediately, for Abbot Braumin’s invitation to them remained in force. However, inside the gatehouse came a second test, where several monks, trained with soul stones, sent out their spirits to inspect any who would cross into the abbey.

With that uncomfortable scrutiny ended, Roger now could only wait and hope.

The minutes stretched on and on, and Roger understood that if the monks had failed to detect the illness, they would have already let them in. No, they knew the truth of it, he realized, and had gone to speak with Abbot Braumin.

Roger knew what was coming even as the small panel slid away at the end of the narrow gatehouse corridor, and the grim face of a brother appeared beyond.

“You may enter, but the woman cannot,” came the voice—a voice that Roger recognized.

“She is my heart and my soul, Brother Castinagis,” Roger argued.

“She is thick with plague,” came the reply, firm but somewhat tempered by compassion. “She cannot enter St. Precious. I am sorry, my friend.”

“I want to speak with Abbot Braumin.”

“Then come in.”

Roger looked at Dainsey. “What of her?” he asked.

“She cannot enter,” Castinagis said again. “Nor can she remain within the gatehouse. Send her back out, beyond the flower bed.”

Roger considered the course. Things beyond that flower bed were not pretty, with plague victims milling about and—since the town guard would come nowhere near them—lawlessness abundant. He had to take Dainsey back to their rented room at the Giant’s Bones, he knew.

“Tell Abbot Braumin that I will soon return,” he said to Castinagis, lowering his voice to show his anger. “Alone.”

“If you go back beyond the flower bed, then you will be subjected to another spiritual inspection before you are allowed to enter the abbey,” came Castinagis’ unyielding response.

“I will be gone but a few minutes,” Roger argued.

“A few seconds would be too long a time,” came the answer, and the panel at the end of the corridor slammed shut.

Roger’s heart sank with that sound. He had hoped that he, as a personal friend of Braumin’s, would find some assistance here, some of the compassion that St. Precious was not lending to those other unfortunate victims. He had hoped that his connections with the powerful churchmen would save Dainsey.

But now, even though he hadn’t yet uttered one word to Braumin, Roger was being forced to face the truth, the fact that not Braumin, not Viscenti, not any of them, would do anything at all to help Dainsey, that her affliction would bring to her the same end as everyone else so diseased.

It took Roger a long while to find enough strength to lead his dear Dainsey back out of St. Precious. Never in his life, not even when he had been caught by Koskosio Begulne of the powries, had he felt so helpless and so wretched.

“There’s not many goin’ into the city o’ late,” the ferry pilot said to the leader of the curious group of men as they neared the Palmaris wharf. They wore robes like those of Abellican monks, except that theirs were black with red hoods instead of the normal brown on brown. “Den o’ sickness, it is!” the pilot said ironically with a cough.

“Do you think you can hide from it?” the leader of the group, Marcalo De’Unnero, said to the man, his voice a tantalizing whisper. “The rosy plague is a punishment from God, and God sees all. If you are a sinner, my friend, then the plague will find you, no matter how deep a hole you find to climb in.”

The pilot, obviously shaken, waved his hands and shook his head. “Not a sinner, I ain’t!” he cried. “But I’m not wantin’ to hear ye no more.”

“But hear me you must!” De’Unnero said, grabbing the man by the front of his dirty tunic and lifting him up to his tiptoes. “There is no place for you to hide, friend. Salvation lies only in repentance!” he finished loudly, and all the hundred red-hooded men behind him, the Brothers Repentant—their numbers swollen by the rush of eager townsfolk to join their ranks, for they, after all, by De’Unnero’s own words, held the secret to health—cheered wildly.

“Repent!” De’Unnero yelled, and he drove the man to his knees.

“I will, I will!” the terrified pilot replied.

De’Unnero lifted his other hand, which was now the paw of a tiger, so that the pilot could see it clearly. “Swear fealty to the Church!” he demanded. “The true Church of St. Abelle, the Church of the Brothers Repentant.”

Eyes wide at the sight of the deadly appendage, the poor pilot began to tremble and cry, and he even kissed De’Unnero’s hand.

Behind De’Unnero, the Brothers Repentant howled for blood. They began jumping so violently that the ferry rocked dangerously. They began punching each other; several stripped off their black robes and walked through the rest of the gathering, accepting slap after slap so that their bare skin reddened.

“We are your salvation,” De’Unnero said to the trembling man.

“Yes, master.”

“Yet you took our money for passage,” De’Unnero went on.

“Kill him, Brother Truth!” several men yelled.

“Take it back!” the pilot begged, pulling his purse from his belt and thrusting it into De’Unnero’s hand. “I swear, Brother Truth, if I’d’a known, I’d not taken a copper bear. On me mum’s soul, I swear.”

De’Unnero took the purse and eyed the pilot dangerously a bit longer. Then he shoved the man down to the deck. “Get us in to dock,” he said disgustedly, and he moved forward. The city was coming into clear view now, the buildings showing through the morning fog.

His anger was feigned, though, for in truth, the former Bishop of Palmaris was in a fine mood this particularly sweet day. He and his ferocious brood had swept across the southland, all across Yorkey, scouring town after town of infidels, and taking care to avoid any Abellican abbeys—with the sole exception of Abbot Olin’s St. Bondabruce. As De’Unnero had guessed, Olin had been quite sympathetic to his cause, and while the man hadn’t openly endorsed the Brothers Repentant, hadn’t even let them into his abbey, neither had he opposed them and he had secretly met with De’Unnero. That meeting had gone wonderfully, as far as De’Unnero was concerned, for he hadn’t missed the intrigue on Olin’s face when he had hinted that he might know the way to Pimaninicuit, the far-off isle holding the treasure equivalent of the hoards of a hundred, hundred kings on its gem-covered beaches.

But those were thoughts for another day, the fierce master knew. For now, before him lay the most coveted jewel, the city of his greatest triumph and greatest defeat. Here lay Palmaris, mighty Palmaris, thick with the plague and ripe for the words of the Brothers Repentant.

Marcalo De’Unnero had not forgotten the treatment the folk here had given to him, nor the stern words of Abbot Braumin when the fool had expelled him from the city.

No, De’Unnero had not forgotten anything about Palmaris, the city in which all of this trouble with the plague had really begun. The city where Markwart and the old ways had been abandoned for this new foolishness. The city that embraced Braumin, and thus Jojonah and thus Avelyn and their insane ideas that the Church should be the healer of the common folk.

De’Unnero spat as he considered the irony of that goal. Where were the healers of the common folk now, this kinder and more compassionate Church? Hidden away, by all reports, behind thick walls and stinking flower beds.

Their cowardice would be their undoing, De’Unnero knew. Their cowardice would deliver the desperate, abandoned people of Palmaris to him, would make them heed his words of potential salvation.

Then Abbot Braumin and his foolish friends would come to understand what their errant beliefs had bought them.

Yes, this was a particularly sweet day.

Roger suffered through the indignity of another spiritual rape in the gatehouse of St. Precious, then stormed out when at last he was cleared to enter.

“Where is Abbot Braumin?” he demanded of Brother Castinagis, who was again manning the gate.

Castinagis snorted and shook his head, patting poor Roger to calm him. “He will see you,” he assured the man, but Roger shoved him away.

“He will hear me!” Roger retorted. “And woe to those who turned Dainsey away!” Roger turned and stomped off, heading for the main building and the office of his friend.

“Abbot Braumin already knows,” Brother Castinagis called softly behind him, stopping Roger in his tracks. “He knew even as we were inspecting you and the woman, even as we were following his orders that no one enter St. Precious without such inspection. He knew that your woman friend was turned away before it ever happened. Do not look so surprised, Roger! Have you forgotten that similar treatment was afforded Colleen Kilronney when Jilseponie brought her to our door?”

“B-but …” Roger stammered, and his thoughts were all jumbled. “I am your friend.”

“Indeed,” said Castinagis, with no trace of sarcasm, “a valued friend, and it pains me, as I’m sure it pains Abbot Braumin, that we cannot help your woman companion. Do you not understand? This is the rosy plague; we have no weapons against it.”

“What am I to do?” Roger asked. “Am I to sit by and simply watch Dainsey die?”

“You would be wiser by far to stay here with us,” came a soft voice behind them. Roger turned to see his old friend Braumin Herde emerging from the building. The man had aged noticeably in the last year, the first signs of silver streaking his curly black hair, and deep lines running out from the sides of his eyes. “There are plague houses which will make your Dainsey comfortable. I can arrange it. You need not return to her.”

Roger stared at him incredulously.

“There is nothing you can do for her,” Braumin went on. He moved closer and tried to put a comforting arm on Roger’s shoulder, but Roger danced away. “And contact with her greatly endangers you.”

“There must be some answer …” Roger started to argue, shaking his head.

“There is nothing,” Abbot Braumin said sternly. “Only to hide, and you must hide with us.”

“Dainsey needs me,” Roger argued.

“You will do nothing more than watch her die,” Castinagis said.

Roger turned back to him, his expression grim and determined. “Then that is what I must do,” he declared. “I must watch her die. I must hold her hand and bid her farewell on her journey.”

“Those are a fool’s words!” Castinagis cried.

Roger started to shout back at him, but he hadn’t the strength. He stuttered over several beginnings, but then just threw his hands up and wailed. Then, his legs giving out beneath him, he fell to his knees, sobbing. Both monks rushed to him immediately.

“I will arrange for her care,” Abbot Braumin promised.

“You will stay with us. Among friends,” Castinagis added.

Roger considered their words, their good intentions, for a brief moment; but any comfort or hope they tried to impart was fast washed away by an image of Dainsey, Roger’s dear Dainsey, the woman he had come to love so dearly, lying feverish on a bed and calling out for him.

That was a cry that Roger Lockless, whatever the potential danger, could not ignore.

“No!” he growled, and he stubbornly pulled himself up to his feet. “No, if you cannot help her, then I will find someone else who can.”

“There is no one,” Braumin said softly. “Nothing.”

“Then I will stay with her,” Roger snarled back at him, “to the end.”

Castinagis started to say something, but Abbot Braumin cut him short with a wave of his hand and a nod. They had seen this behavior before, of course, in Jilseponie, and so it was not unexpected that one who was not of the Church could not see the greater good against the immediate pain.

Roger started to walk away but stopped suddenly and wheeled about. “I wish to marry her,” he said—and it was obvious that the thought had just then come into his mind—“formally, before the eyes of God.”

“She cannot come here,” Brother Castinagis said.

“Will you do that much for me, at least?” Roger asked Braumin. “Perform the ceremony from across the tussie-mussie bed.” He stared hard at his friend.

Castinagis, too, looked at Braumin.

“I would prefer that you not return to her,” the abbot of St. Precious said. “You ask me to sanction a union that cannot last out the rest of the summer.”

“I ask you to confirm our love before God’s eyes as something sacred, for that it is,” Roger corrected. “Can you not even do that much for me?”

Abbot Braumin spent a long time thinking it over. “If I believed that there was some chance that I might convince you to abandon this lost cause, then surely I would,” he said at last, “but if you are determined to remain beside the poor woman, then better that it be a union sanctioned by God. Go and bring her to the tussie-mussie bed, and be quick, before I become convinced that I, too, am playing the part of the fool.”

Roger was on his way before Braumin even finished.


Chapter 34
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Angry Sheep

“DO NOT,” FRANCIS WARNED THE IRATE MAN WITH WILD, BLOODSHOT EYES AND telltale rings on his bare arms. The monk stepped in front of the man, blocking his path to the tussie-mussie bed and St.-Mere-Abelle, for Francis understood all too clearly that the brothers atop the wall with crossbows and gemstones were very serious about killing him if he approached.

“You cannot hope …” Francis started to say, but the wild man, the man who had just watched his only son carted off to the common grave, wasn’t listening. He came forward like a charging bull and swung his heavy arms furiously.

Too furiously, and Francis, well trained in the arts martial, ducked the blow and hooked the arm as it swept above him, pushing it down and, with a simple step and twist, put himself behind his attacker. Before the outraged commoner understood what hit him, Francis had the man’s right arm bent up behind his back, while Francis’ left arm was across the man’s neck. Despite his great rage, the man was helpless.

The man tried to pull straight ahead, but Francis slipped one foot in front of him, and down they went, heavily, Francis landing atop the facedown commoner.

“I’ll kill ye all!” the man raged. “I’ll kill ye to death! I will! I will.…” His voice trailed off as he broke into sobs. “I will.”

“I understand,” Francis whispered. “Your son … I know your pain.”

“How could ye?” came a question from behind.

“What’re ye or any o’ yer stinkin’ monk friends knowin’ o’ anythin’?” demanded another. Francis felt a boot come down heavily on the small of his back.

And then they fell over him, only a pair of men, but many others were cheering them on. They tore Francis free of the sobbing man and brought him up roughly. Though he managed to get in one quick punch against one man and a pair of sharp kicks to the other’s shin, he knew that they had him caught—and understood that others would come help them if he wriggled free.

“Get him and kill him!” one man cried.

“Death to ’em all!” shouted another. Then the mob swirled about Francis, and then … parted, for shoving her way through it came Merry Cowsenfed, cursing and spitting with every step. When one man gave a particularly loud and threatening shout Francis’ way, Merry promptly smacked him across the face.

“What’re ye all gone mad?” she screamed, her unusual ire calming the crowd. “This one’s been helping us every day, and came out to us healthy! Can any o’ the rest of ye say that ye’d be so generous if ye didn’t think ye yerself had the plague already? Ah, but what a lot o’ fools I got meself caught up with! To be hittin’ so on poor Brother Francis!”

The murmuring of the crowd died away, each person turning to the next, as if waiting for instructions.

Then the two men holding Francis roughly pushed him free. “Bah, Merry’s right,” said one. “This one ain’t done nothin’ earnin’ him a beatin’.” He turned ominously toward St.-Mere-Abelle. “But them others …” he snarled, and the crowd erupted into ferocious cheers behind him. The man Francis had downed clawed his way back to his feet and reiterated his hatred for the Abellican monks.

Again, Francis rushed to the forefront. “They have crossbows and gemstones!” he pleaded. “They will kill you all before you ever get near the wall. And look at that wall! How do you plan to get over it? Or through it? A team of To-gai-ru ponies could not run a ram through that door, I promise you!”

Every point he made was perfectly valid, every one enough of a detriment to turn aside any reasonable person. But these were not reasonable people. No, they had lost everything, and in the pain and hopelessness of that moment, Francis’ words rang hollow.

And so they started off, and so did Brother Francis—but not physically. The monk reached into his pouch and clenched his hand about his soul stone, falling into its magic, freeing his spirit from his body. He went right for the apparent leader of the mob, the man who had torn him from the grieving father.

He did not want to possess the man, but Francis did send his spirit into him. And once inside the man’s thoughts, the monk began to impart images and sounds of slaughter, of men running, screaming, while magical fires bit at them and peeled away their flesh. He showed the man a scene of bodies piled twenty deep atop the tussie-mussie bed. He showed …

And then the connection was broken, suddenly, Francis’ spirit sent careening back to his body. He blinked his eyes, working hard to recover from the shock, fearing that the slaughter had already begun.

But the mob was still there, hardly moving, just staring at their leader, who stood openmouthed, staring blankly at the towering wall and at the deadly monks standing atop it.

Merry Cowsenfed was at his arm all the while, tugging hard and pleading with him to turn about.

The man, seeming unsure, glanced back at Francis.

“They will kill you,” Francis explained, “every one of you.”

The man closed his eyes and clenched his fists at his sides, but whatever the level of rage within him, he could not ignore the simple fact that they had no chance even to get anywhere near their enemies. No chance at all.

The man growled and lifted his clenched fists into the air, but then he walked back from the tussie-mussie bed—the battle line, it seemed—and roughly jostled through the crowd.

Francis breathed a profound sigh of relief, but he soon became aware that many of those around him weren’t very happy with this outcome. Some cursed and shook their fists at him, though most did turn back, grumbling and shaking their heads.

In Francis’ estimation, they had just avoided a complete slaughter. He sighed again and nodded to Merry, then turned to find a wrinkled old woman, her face as sharp as Yorkey cheese, glaring at him.

“Bah, but ain’t ye spittin’ pretty words,” she said. “Is that why they sent ye out, Brother Francis o’ St.-Mere-Abelle? To talk pretty and keep us walkin’ dead folk in our place?”

Francis couldn’t find the words to answer her.

“Bah, who’s carin’ about ye, anyway, Brother Francis the saint,” she said with sincere disgust. “Ye’re soon to catch the rosies, if ye ain’t already, and soon to be put in the ground.”

Far from disputing her or yelling at her, Francis stood there and accepted the judgment and the looks of all those who had turned from St.-Mere-Abelle’s fortified gate.

And he accepted, too, the old crone’s prediction, for Francis honestly believed that the last one he had tried to cure had beaten him back, and more.

Francis was fairly convinced that the plague was growing within him.

“Perhaps our dear Brother Francis serves a purpose after all,” Fio Bou-raiy said to Father Abbot Agronguerre, the pair watching the spectacle from the wall. “For them, I mean,” Bou-raiy elaborated with a slight snicker. “A pity if they came against us.”

“You sound as if you would enjoy such a sight,” the Father Abbot observed. Fio Bou-raiy shuffled nervously, reminding himself that he and this Father Abbot he so desperately wanted to impress were not often of like mind.

“Not so,” he replied. “And forgive me, Father Abbot. It is only that I feel so helpless in these circumstances. There are times when I wonder if God has deserted the world.”

“Indeed,” said an obviously unconvinced Agronguerre, raising an eyebrow. “Take care, for you are spouting words akin to that of our dear misguided Brother De’Unnero.”

“I only mean—”

“I know what you mean, and what you meant,” Agronguerre interrupted.

A long and uncomfortable silence followed.

“How fare the brothers working on the herbal poultices and syrups that Brother Francis bade us to make?” Agronguerre asked at length. “The ones that came down from the Timberlands—from Jilseponie, we believe?”

“They had all the ingredients available,” Bou-raiy answered. “I suspect that the compounding is nearly complete.”

“If it is not, then add brothers to the work,” the Father Abbot instructed, “as many as it takes to get those concoctions out to the desperate people.”

“They will not cure, by Abbot Braumin’s own words, relayed to us directly from St. Precious, and to him from the very source of the recipes: the woman Jilseponie, so he said.”

“But they will help,” Agronguerre tartly replied. “And they will help to make the people understand that we are doing all that we can. Brother Francis stopped their charge this time. Next time, I fear, we will be forced to use more drastic measures, and that I do not desire.

“And your observation concerning Brother Francis was quite correct,” Agronguerre went on. “He does play an important role—more so than you apparently recognize. Look upon him and be glad for him. His choice in this has been a blessing to the Abellican Church as much as to the peasants he so magnificently serves.”

“Surely you do not agree with him,” Master Bou-raiy snapped back without hesitation.

Father Abbot Agronguerre turned away from the man without answering, looking back over the desolate field and the wretched refugees, clearly torn by the sight.

“Father Abbot!”

“Fear not, for I am not intending to open St.-Mere-Abelle to the plague victims,” Agronguerre replied solemnly, “nor have I any designs of walking out of our gates to join dear Francis on the field. But neither can I find fault with the man for his choices. No, I admire him, and fear that the only reason I am not out there beside him is because …” He paused and turned back to face Fio Bou-raiy squarely. “Because I am afraid, brother. I am old and have not many years left and am not afraid of death. No, not that. But I am afraid of the rosy plague.”

Fio Bou-raiy thought to argue strongly against Francis, to label the man a fool and his course one of disaster for the Church if his example was held up in a positive light, but he wisely bit back the words. He held no fears that Abbot Agronguerre would prod others to follow Brother Francis, nor that the man would go out on the field himself; and though he didn’t want Francis praised in any way for his foolish actions, he recognized that to be a small price to pay. For Brother Francis would be dead soon enough, Fio Bou-raiy believed, yet another example of the folly of trying to do battle with the rosy plague.

“It is pragmatism that keeps you here, Father Abbot,” he did say quietly.

“Is it?” Agronguerre asked with a snort, and he turned and walked away.

A frustrated Fio Bou-raiy turned back to face the field and leaned heavily on the wall. He spotted Francis then, again at work with his soul stone on some unfortunate victim. Bou-raiy shook his head in disgust, and he did not agree with Father Abbot Agronguerre at all on this point. No, he saw Francis as setting a bad example for the Church, reinforcing the belief of the ignorant peasants that the Church should be more active in this time of desperation.

Fio Bou-raiy slapped his hand against the thick stone wall. They would get the poultices and syrup out soon, but he almost hoped that it would not be soon enough, that the peasants would come at St.-Mere-Abelle wildly. No, he didn’t really want to kill any of them, though he figured that to do so would actually prove a blessing to the poor, unfortunate wretches. But if it did happen, Fio Bou-raiy decided that his first shot, with lightning or with crossbow, would not be aimed at any ignorant peasant. No, he would target a certain troublemaking Abellican brother.

“Do it!” King Danube demanded, as harsh a command as he had ever given to Duke Kalas.

“You would jeopardize the goodwill toward the Throne for the sake of—” Kalas tried to argue.

“Do it, and now!” King Danube interrupted. There was no room in his tone for any debate. “With all speed.”

Kalas glanced to the side, to Constance Pemblebury.

“With all speed and with all heart,” King Danube said.

Kalas saluted his King with a thump to his chest, a formal acceptance of command that did not often occur between the two friends, then turned sharply on his heel and stormed out of the room, his boots clacking loudly with every step.

King Danube looked over at Constance and sighed.

“It pains Duke Kalas greatly to do anything of benefit to the Abellican Church,” she said, trying to calm him.

King Danube nodded and closed his eyes, remembering all too well the source of Kalas’ pain and resentment, remembering Vivian, his queen. But then, before he could fall too deeply into the trance of long-ago memories, he blinked his eyes and shook his head resolutely. His duty as king now was clear to him: to protect St. Honce as strongly as he would protect Castle Ursal, and though the brothers within the abbey might be able to contain the peasant horde now threatening riot at their gates, it was incumbent upon the Crown to make a strong showing of support for the Church.

There was no room for argument, and no time for debate.

He and Constance sat quietly for a few minutes, each digesting the sudden but not unexpected turn of events.

And then came the cries of outrage, the explosion of the mob, and then a crackle of thunder.

“They are going against the abbey,” Constance observed.

And then they heard a different sort of thunder, the rumble of horses’ pounding hooves, and the peasants’ cries of anger soon shifted to wails of pain and terror.

The pair in the throne room understood well enough that the Allheart knights had charged out with their typical, brutal efficiency, understood that the threat to St. Honce had just come to an abrupt end.

King Danube glanced over at Constance and saw the pained, weary look upon her face. This was taking such a toll on all of them. The seclusion, the helplessness, the necessary and exhausting shows of strength.

“You should go and spend some time with Merwick and Torrence,” Danube offered.

“Duke Kalas will soon return, and his mood will be all the more foul,” Constance replied.

Danube nodded, knowing the truth of that observation. “Go and play,” he insisted. “Duke Kalas is a member of the court and the appointed leader of the Allheart knights. He will do as I instruct, and do so properly, or he will be relieved of his command.”

Constance raised her eyebrows, her expression skeptical.

And that, too, Danube understood all too well. In this time of great discontent and frustration, replacing Duke Kalas would not sit well with the Allheart knights, who truly loved the man. But Danube knew, as well, that it would never come to that. Kalas was stubborn and his hatred of the Abellican Church could not be underestimated, but in the end and above all else, he was Danube’s man, a true friend. He and his knights had performed beautifully outside St. Honce, no doubt; and he and Danube could quickly put that distasteful errand behind them.

Constance, after a moment, seemed to come to the same conclusion, for she rose from her seat and walked past King Danube, giving him a kiss on the cheek, and then made her way out of the room.

Duke Kalas appeared within minutes.

“Near to fifty dead,” he announced grimly, “trampled on the streets.”

“And your knights?” Danube asked.

Kalas scoffed, as if at the notion that any of his magnificent Allhearts could even be wounded by the likes of a mere peasant.

“Then we did as we had to,” the King went on. “We defended St. Honce, as our agreement with the Abellican Church demands, and we reminded the peasants that even in a time of plague the laws must be obeyed.”

If only it were that simple! Danube silently added, for though he remained stern and solid, and though he believed in his proclamation, the reality that his prized Allheart knights had just slaughtered fifty of his own people offended him profoundly.

And offended Kalas, too, Danube noted, as the man walked past him and took the seat Constance had vacated, dropping his chin to his palm and staring blankly ahead.

Outside, on the streets, occasional cries of outage, of betrayal—by both the monks and the peasants—resonated grimly in their ears.

The rallying shouts ended abruptly as Marcalo De’Unnero, the self-titled Brother Truth, shoved through the ranks of the Brothers Repentant and the gathered peasants of Palmaris, and charged down the lane the short distance to where the Behrenese had gathered.

The dark-skinned southerners had come out in response to the shouts of anger, a group of men and women asking for nothing but to be left alone at their dockside homes in peace. But Brother Truth had spoken, had proclaimed the mere presence of the Behrenese as a source of God’s anger, as a source of the rosy plague.

The nearest Behrenese man lifted a weapon, a gaff, at the charging monk, but De’Unnero skidded to an abrupt stop and snap-kicked the underside of the shaft, launching it far and wide. In the same motion, the expert fighting monk brought his leg down and to the side, caving in the knee of the next closest southerner. Then, still without ever bringing his foot back to the ground, De’Unnero brought his leg back, kicking his first opponent in the gut, doubling the man over.

De’Unnero dropped his foot and pivoted it, lifting his other foot as he turned, angling it to slam the Behrenese in the chin, snapping his head violently to the side and dropping him facedown on the stone.

Then he felt the weretiger roaring within him, screaming to be let loose that he might devour and destroy all who stood before him. He almost complied, almost fell into the beast, but then his consciousness screamed out even louder that to reveal that side of himself in this city—this city that had lost its beloved Baron Bildeborough to such a cat!—would surely spell his defeat. He fought with all his willpower, concentrating, concentrating, and actually took a slight hit from one of his pitiful opponents, so distracted was he.

But then he had the urges put down, and he leaped ahead, spinning and kicking. He landed right before one man, who, apparently thinking he had the monk vulnerable, brought a huge axe straight up over his head. De’Unnero hit him with a left, right, left, right, left, right, square in the face, and the axe fell to the ground behind the stunned man. He started to drift down, but vicious De’Unnero hit him again in the face—left, right, left, right, left, right—all the way down to his knees. There the Behrenese remained, kneeling and beyond dazed, and De’Unnero leaped in the air and came down with a double stomp on the top of the man’s chest.

He heard the crack of backbone.

De’Unnero threw his arms up high, fists clenched, and roared in victory; and then he looked around and saw the hundred Brothers Repentant and twice that many common Palmaris citizens driving hard against the Behrenese, overwhelming them with sheer numbers, dragging them down and beating them to death.

But even more satisfying to Brother Truth was the spectacle of the Palmaris city guard, sitting astride their horses down at the end of a lane, a force large enough to successfully intervene. They did not; they sat and they watched, and the Brothers Repentant swept the Behrenese enclave away, killing those they could catch and burning down every structure that had housed any of the dark-skinned folk.


Chapter 35
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Borne on Wings of Desperation

“IT’S ROGER!” PONY SAID HAPPILY TO BELSTER, WHEN SHE RECOGNIZED THE MAN driving the wagon that was rolling into the southern end of Dundalis. Her smile disappeared almost as soon as it began to spread, though, as she took note of the form beside her friend, slumped and huddled under a heavy cloak, though the day was quite warm.

It was Dainsey, Pony knew, and she could guess easily enough why the woman was so postured.

“She’s got the plague,” Belster remarked, obviously deducing the same thing. “Why’d the fool bring her here, then?”

That uncharacteristically bitter statement brought a scowl to Pony’s face, and she showed it to Belster directly.

He shook his head, showing embarrassment for the callous remark but also holding fast to his anger. Pony could understand that well enough; Dundalis had remained relatively free of the dreaded disease thus far, but one victim could change all that, could send the rosy plague rushing through the town like a fire. Those who knew the oral histories of the plague had claimed that entire villages, even fair-sized towns had simply disappeared under the deadly sweep of the disease.

But, without even talking to Roger, Pony also understood why he had come. She could see the look on his face as the wagon approached, an expression sad and panicked, a desperate and hopeless plea.

Some people went out to Roger, calling greetings, but he waved them back from the wagon. “A safe distance!” he cried, and every one of those villagers wore at first a perplexed expression but one that inevitably fast turned to horror.

They knew; everyone in the kingdom knew.

Then Roger spotted his dear friend, the last hope of his beloved Dainsey. “Pony,” he called weakly.

She rushed up to the wagon and grabbed the bridle of the draft horse, stopping the beast.

“Stay back,” Roger warned. “Oh, Pony, it is Dainsey, sick with the rosy plague!”

She nodded grimly and continued past the horse and onto the wagon’s bench. She gently lifted the edge of Dainsey’s hood, reaching in to feel her forehead.

Dainsey’s teeth were chattering, but she was hot to the touch.

Pony sighed. “You’ve tried your best, but you are tending her in the wrong manner,” she explained, pushing back the hood, untying the cloak, and pulling it off Dainsey’s frail-looking shoulders.

“I tried.…” Roger started to reply. “I went to Palmaris, to Braumin, but he …”

“He turned you away,” Pony finished grimly.

Roger just nodded his head.

“Well, you will not be turned away here,” Pony promised, and she gently lifted Dainsey into her arms—and how light she was! “Follow me to Fellowship Way,” she instructed.

“You can cure her?” Roger asked.

Pony couldn’t ignore the flicker of hope that came into his voice, the light that suddenly brightened his face. She wanted to say that she could—how she wanted to tell Roger that!—but she knew that false hope could be a more devastating thing than no hope at all, and she could not lie to Roger.

“I will try,” she promised, turning to slip down the side of the wagon.

Roger grabbed her by the arm, and she turned to see his desperately pleading face.

“This is the rosy plague, Roger,” she said softly. “I have had no luck at all in battling it thus far. None. Everyone I have attempted to heal is dead. But I will try.”

Roger sucked in his breath and stood, wavering, for a long moment. Then he collected himself and nodded.

True to her promise, Pony brought Dainsey into her private room above Fellowship Way, gathered her hematite, and went at the disease with all her strength and determination. As soon as her disembodied spirit entered Dainsey’s battered body, though, she knew that she had no chance. The plague was thick in the woman, thicker than Pony had ever seen it before, a great green morass of disease.

She tried and she tried, but inevitably wound up fighting the wretched stuff away from herself and gaining no ground at all in actually helping Dainsey.

She came out of the gemstone trance a long while later and slipped off the side of the bed. Her legs wouldn’t hold her, so exhausted had the battle made her, and she slumped heavily against the wall, then slid down with a thump to the floor. She heard Roger call out to her, and then he was there, beside her.

“What happened?” he asked repeatedly. “Did you defeat it?”

Pony’s expression spoke volumes. Roger slumped to the floor, fighting hard against the sobs.

Pony gathered her own strength—she had to, for Roger—and went to him, dropping her hand on his heaving shoulder.

“We do not surrender,” she assured him. “We will use the herbal poultices and syrups on her, as many as we can make. And I will go back to her with the gemstone. I promise I will.”

Roger looked at her squarely. “You will not save her,” he said.

Pony could not rightfully disagree.

They huddled on the field before St. Belfour as they huddled before all the other abbeys in Honce-the-Bear, the pitiful plague victims praying for help that would not come. For the rosy plague, in all its fury, in all its indifference to the screams of the suffering, had come to Vanguard.

Inside St. Belfour, the scene was no less one of distress. The plague hadn’t crept into the halls of the abbey yet, but for the brothers of St. Belfour—gentle Brother Dellman and all those trained under the compassionate guidance of Abbot Agronguerre—witnessing such horrendous suffering in their fellow Vanguardsmen was profoundly upsetting. After the initial reports of the plague in Vanguard had filtered into St. Belfour, Abbot Haney and Brother Dellman had huddled in Haney’s office, arguing their course of action. The two had never truly disagreed, yet neither had they been in a state of agreement, both of them wavering back and forth, to help or not to help. They knew Church doctrine concerning the rosy plague—it was written prominently in the guiding books of every Abellican abbey—but these were not men who willingly turned their backs on people in need. And so they argued and they shouted, they banged their hands in frustration on Haney’s great desk and thumped their heads against the walls.

But in the end, they did as the Church instructed; they locked their gates. They tried to be generous to the gathered victims, tried to persuade them to return to their homes; and when that failed, they offered them as many supplies as they could spare. And the crowd, understanding the generosity and much closer to the brethren of the region than were the folk of many southern cities to their abbeys, had complied with Abbot Haney’s requests. The gathered victims had formed two groups, with a distinctive space in between them so that the monks could go out on their daily tasks, mostly collecting food—much of which would be turned over to the plague victims.

Still, for all the cooperation and all the understanding on both sides of St. Belfour’s imposing wall, Haney and Dellman remained miserable prisoners, sealed in by the sounds of suffering, by their own helplessness.

Every day and every night, they heard them.

“I cannot suffer this,” Dellman advised his abbot one morning. He had just come from the wall, from viewing the bodies of those who had died the previous night, including two children.

Abbot Haney held up his hands. He had no answers, obviously; there was no darker and more secluded place to hide.

“I will go out to them,” Brother Dellman announced.

“To what end?”

Now it was Dellman’s turn to shrug. “I pray that you will afford me a single soul stone, that I might try, at least, to alleviate some of the suffering.”

“Ye’re knowin’ the old songs, I trust,” Abbot Haney replied, but he was not scolding. “And ye know where the Church stands concernin’ this.”

“Of course,” Dellman replied. “The chances are greater that I will become afflicted than that I will actually cure anybody. I, we, are supposed to lock the gates and block our ears, sit within our abbeys—as long as we do not contract the plague—and speak of the higher aspects of life and of faith.” He gave a chuckle, a helpless and sarcastic sound. “We are to discuss how many angels might kneel upon our thumbnails in ceremonies of mutual prayer, or other such vital issues.”

“Brother Dellman,” Abbot Haney remarked, before the man could gain any momentum.

Dellman relented and nodded, understanding that his friend was as pained by all this as he was.

They stood facing each other quietly for a long while.

“I am leaving the abbey,” Brother Dellman announced. “I cannot suffer this. Will you give me a soul stone?”

Abbot Haney smiled and turned his stare to the room’s only window. He couldn’t even see out of it from his angle, for the opening was narrow and the surrounding stone wall thick; and even if he could have seen through it, the view was of nothing but the trees of the hills behind St. Belfour. But Haney didn’t actually have to see outside to view the scene in his mind.

“Do not leave the abbey,” he said quietly.

“I must,” said Dellman, shaking his head slowly and deliberately.

“Ye canno’ suffer this,” said Haney, “nor can I. Don’t ye leave the abbey, for we’ll soon throw wide our gates and let the sufferers in.”

Dellman’s eyes widened with shock, still shaking his head, even more forcefully now at this unexpected and frightening proclamation. “Th-this is something I must do,” he stammered, not wanting to drag his brethren down his own chosen path of doom. “I did not mean …”

“Are ye thinkin’ that I’m not hearin’ their cries?” Haney asked.

“But the other brothers …”

“Will be gettin’ a choice,” Haney explained. “I’ll tell them me plans, and tell them there’s no dishonor in takin’ a boat I’m charterin’ for the south, for the safety o’ St.-Mere-Abelle. Let them go who will—they’ll be welcomed well enough by Abbot Agronguerre in the big abbey. And for St. Belfour, we’ll make her a house o’ healin’. Or of tryin’, at least.” He rose from his seat and came around the desk, nodding his head for every shake that Dellman gave of his. When he got close to the man, Dellman broke down, falling over Haney and wrapping him in a hug of appreciation and relief. For Holan Dellman was truly terrified, and Haney’s bold decision had just lent him strength when he most needed it.

“You should not be here, my friend,” Prince Midalis said to Andacanavar when the ranger arrived unexpectedly at Pireth Vanguard. “Our fears have come true: the plague is thick about the land. Run north to your home, my friend, to the clean air of Alpinador.”

“Not so clean,” Andacanavar said gravely, and Midalis understood.

“I have no answers for you,” he replied. “We have recipes for salves and the like that will ease the suffering, so it is said, but they’ll not cure the plague.”

“Perhaps the winter, then,” Andacanavar said. “Perhaps the cold of winter will drive the plague from our lands.”

Prince Midalis nodded hopefully and supportively, but he knew the grim truth of the rosy plague, and he suspected that the fierce Alpinadoran weather would only make the plague even more terrible for those suffering from it.

She went at the plague again, and was again overwhelmed. She tried different gemstone combinations—and many of the previous ones—and was again and again overwhelmed. They used the salves and the syrups and their prayers, all to little or no avail. Pony quickly came to realize that she would not save Dainsey, and also strongly suspected that this infection, so brutal and complete, would be the one to get her, that her attempts with Dainsey would spell her doom. And yet she understood that she could not stop trying. Every time she looked at Roger’s heartbroken expression, she knew that she had to try.

One evening after her latest miserable attempt, the exhausted Pony rode Greystone out of Dundalis to the north, to the grove and the little hollow she used for Oracle. She was going to Elbryan this night, as much to inform him that she believed she might soon be joining him as to garner any particular insights. She just needed his spirit at that moment, needed to know in her heart that he was close to her.

Such a dark night was coming on by the time she got to the hollow that Pony had to set a candle just outside the opening, using its meager light to give her enough of a view of the mirror to recognize the shadowy images within that other realm. She sat back and half closed her eyes, her focus solely on the mirror, her heart leaping out in a plaintive call to her Elbryan.

And then she was comforted, for he was there, in the cave with her.

And then she was confused, for Elbryan’s shadowy silhouette faded, replaced by another indistinct image, one that Pony could not make out for a long, long while.

And then it came clearer to her, combining with memories of a long-ago time in a faraway place.

Avelyn’s hand.

“She’s clear to the stream, and that’s where ye should be settin’ yer camp,” Bradwarden said to Pony.

“And you will look beyond it tonight, while I am at work with Dainsey?” the woman asked.

The centaur gave her a scowl. “Ye get yerself some sleep tonight,” he demanded. “Ye been runnin’ yerself straight for the five days since we left Dundalis. Ye got Symphony tired, and that’s not a thing I’ve seen done before.”

Pony started to argue, but wound up just nodding her head, for his words were true. She had gone straight back to Dundalis after her vision at Oracle, had roused Roger and Dainsey, and then had gone out from the town, sending her thoughts wide and far for Symphony, magnificent Symphony, the only horse in all the world strong enough to get her and Dainsey to the Barbacan and Mount Aida in time to save poor Dainsey.

The horse had come to her almost immediately, as if he had been waiting for this very moment, as if Symphony—with that intelligence that was not human but seemed in so many ways to be beyond human—had known that he and Pony would make this journey.

Perhaps that was exactly it, Pony dared to believe. Symphony had been intimately connected to both Elbryan and Avelyn through the turquoise gemstone. Perhaps those same spirits that had imparted the image to Pony at Oracle had done the same to Symphony through the continuing magic of the turquoise.

Pony had to believe that, for the sake of Dainsey and of herself and of all the world.

They had set out that same night—and wasn’t Roger heartbroken when Pony explained without room for debate that he would not be joining them, that Greystone, for all his strength and desire, could not begin to match the pace they needed to set with Symphony. Two days north of Dundalis, Pony had found unexpected assistance when they had come upon Bradwarden; and the centaur, with the strength and stamina of a horse and the intelligence of a human, had agreed to scout the fields and trails ahead of them long into each night, then report back to her on the best and fastest course.

And how swiftly Symphony, though carrying both Pony and Dainsey, had run that course. Pony had aided Symphony’s effort with the malachite—magically lightening the load—and with the hematite—spirit-walking and leaching some of the strength from creatures, deer mostly, along the road, then imparting it to the stallion. Now, five days out, they had covered hundreds of miles. The ring of mountains that marked the Barbacan was already in sight.

It was a good thing, too, Pony knew. For though she had spent every night with Dainsey, using the soul stone to try to beat back the edges of the encroaching plague, and though she had coated the woman in salve, Dainsey was nearing her bitter end. She couldn’t even reply to Pony anymore, spent her days and nights in delirium. Her eyes rolled open and closed, unseeing; her words, when she said anything, were jumbled and confused. Dainsey could die at any moment, Pony knew; so she could only pray that the woman would live long enough to get to the flattened top of Mount Aida, and that Pony’s interpretation of the vision would prove correct.

The thought of going back to Roger with news that Dainsey had died nearly broke her heart.

They traveled to the stream and set camp. Bradwarden lingered about the area for a while, then disappeared into the forest to scout the road ahead. To Pony’s surprise, he returned a short while later, looking none too pleased.

“Goblins,” he said. “Ye knew we’d meet up with the scum.”

“How many?” she asked, scooping up her sword and buckling it about her waist, then checking her pouch of gemstones.

“Small tribe,” Bradwarden asked. “I might be finding a way around them.”

Pony shook her head. “No time.”

“Now what’re ye thinkin’?” the centaur asked. “If ye go in there throwin’ yer fireballs, then ye’re likely to bring hosts o’ the creatures down upon us. I’ll find us another road.”

“No time,” Pony said again grimly. She tossed blanket and saddle on Symphony, tightened the girth, and mounted.

“Goblins killed Elbryan’s uncle Mather,” Bradwarden said suddenly. “As fine a fighter as—”

“He did not have these,” Pony replied, jingling her purse of gemstones—and she put her heels to Symphony’s flanks and the great stallion leaped away.

She wore the cat’s-eye circlet around her forehead and so had little trouble seeing in the dark. She followed the lone trail available and soon noted movement among the branches of a tree: a pair, at least, of goblins doing sentry duty for the campsite in a small clearing beyond.

Pony hit the tree with lightning, the resonating thunder shaking the stunned and blinded creatures from the limbs.

Pony rode right by them, into the clearing. “Begone from this place!” she cried. Symphony reared as she pulled Defender from its sheath—though, in truth, her other hand clutched the weapons, serpentine and ruby, that she intended to use.

“Begone! Begone!” she cried again in warning.

Goblins howled and shouted, ran all over and screamed curses at Pony, who was now, along with her horse, glowing blue from the serpentine fire-shield. And then one of the miserable creatures rushed out from the side and launched a spear Pony’s way.

The woman ducked and parried it with her sword, barely deflecting the missile harmlessly high. But the goblins gained confidence from the bold attack and came on, howling.

Pony loosed a fireball, the concussive force blowing goblins from their feet—charring some, setting others ablaze to roll roaring in agony and terror. Those not injured by the fire blast scrambled back to their feet: some running off; others standing still, confused and terrified; and still others stubbornly charging at the woman again.

Pony lifted her hand, her magical energies wrought of rage, and altered the magic of the gemstone, now shooting a line of fire at the nearest creature, engulfing it in flames. A shift of her arm and another goblin became a living torch.

And then a third, and now most of the goblins who had been charging skidded to a stop and wheeled about, running, screaming, into the forest night.

When Pony got back to her encampment, she found Bradwarden still standing on the edge, keeping watch over poor Dainsey.

“Subtle,” the centaur remarked, for even here, Pony knew, her display had been visible.

“Effective,” she promptly corrected. “You can go and scout out the northern road now.”

Travel was easy the next day, with not a sign of goblins—living goblins—anywhere to be found. Pony rode Symphony into the foothills before dark and found a campsite among a tumble of boulders.

Bradwarden caught up to her sometime later, though he remained far away.

“Are you to go ahead again this night?” she asked.

The centaur looked to the steeply inclining trail doubtfully. “Too many rocks, too many hills, and too many little ravines,” he answered. “I’d walk right by a host o’ the creatures and never see ’em. And I’m not for the climb,” he added, “nor should ye be bringin’ Symphony—he’ll slow ye down more than help ye.”

“Wait here, then,” Pony replied, “with Symphony. I’ll take Dainsey alone tomorrow.”

“Long way for carrying,” Bradwarden remarked.

Pony nodded. So be it.

They were long gone before first light, earlier than Pony had planned, for the night had been difficult on poor Dainsey. She was restless now, clawing at her clothing as if trying to escape somehow from that which she knew was coming.

And coming fast, Pony understood. She had seen people die—far too many people—and she realized after the turn of midnight that Death had come calling for Dainsey. And so she had set out, first on Symphony and then, when the trails became too difficult for the horse to serve any purpose, Pony turned him loose. She hoisted the woman onto her back and trudged on, forcing step after step as the minutes became an hour.

On she went stubbornly, pausing only for short rests. On one such break, she lay Dainsey down gently, thinking the woman asleep.

But then Dainsey’s eyes opened wide.

“Dainsey?” Pony asked, moving close, and she realized that Dainsey was not hearing her, was not seeing her. She waved her hand right before those eyes—oh, those eyes!

Nothing. Dainsey did not see her at all.

The woman began to thrash about, her arms waving.

“No, no,” Pony said. “No, damn you, Death, you cannot have her! Not now! Not after all this way!”

But she knew. The end was upon Dainsey. Pony glanced all about desperately; small sounds escaped her throat, feral and angry, for they were but a hundred feet or so from the break in the mountain pass, and from that spot, she would be able to see Mount Aida and the plateau that held Avelyn’s mummified arm. How could Death, how could God, have been so cruel as to let them get this close, a mile perhaps, from their goal?

“No, no,” Pony said over and over, and hardly thinking of the movement, the woman tore at her belt pouch violently. Gemstones fell all about the ground, but one did not escape Pony’s grasp. A gray stone, a soul stone.

She went into it, flew out of her own body, and charged into Dainsey’s battered form. The plague was all about her, then, the stench and the images of rot.

Pony attacked, and viciously, her rage preventing her from even considering her own welfare. She tore at the soupy morass, slapped it down, scraped it from Dainsey’s lungs. She fought and fought, throwing all her strength fully against the tiny demons.

And then she was done, sitting to the side, crying.

Dainsey was still alive—Pony had bought her some time, at least. But how much? And how could she hope to go on, for she could barely lift herself off the ground?

She did get up, though, and she went to Dainsey and, with a growl, lifted the woman into her arms, half carrying her and half dragging her, up, up, until she reached the summit of this pass, breaking through the ring of the Barbacan. There before her loomed Mount Aida, a mile perhaps to the plateau and Avelyn’s arm. Only a mile! And with several hundred miles already behind her.

But she couldn’t hope to make it, not now; and already Dainsey was showing signs that Death had come calling once more, that the reprieve was at its end.

“Malachite,” Pony whispered, and she looked all about, then realized that the gem must be on the ground with the others back down the path. She set Dainsey down again, and turned to get it, but stumbled, exhausted, and went down hard. She started to rise, so stubbornly, but understood that it was over, that even if she could find the gemstone quickly, she’d never find the strength to use it to any real effect.

It was over.


Chapter 36
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The Ghost of Romeo Mullahy

THEY WALKED THROUGH THE STREETS AS UNOBTRUSIVELY AS POSSIBLE, MAKING the daily run for supplies down to the dock section before the sunrise. This day, though, they had learned of the riot in that area, of many Behrenese beaten, even murdered, and all at the hands of this strange cult, the Brothers Repentant.

The five monks had lingered longer than they had planned and now understood, to their alarm, that they would not get back into St. Precious before daylight. They moved with all speed in their flower-sewn robes, like walking tussie-mussie beds. They moved to each street corner carefully, peeking around, making sure that they would not rush onto the next lane into a host of plague victims. Those folk of Palmaris weren’t pleased with the Abellican Church at that time.

Brother Anders Castinagis, leading the group this morning, breathed a little easier when the wall containing the secret back entrance of St. Precious at last came into view. He could have brought his brethren around in a wide loop to avoid being seen by the host encamped before the abbey, but Castinagis figured that such a delay might prove even more dangerous. He led them, then, across the boulevards to the side of the square.

Cries rang out behind them, but Castinagis wasn’t overconcerned, for he had known before this last expanse that they would not make the run without being spotted. But he was confident, too, that he and his four companions could get through the back door before any of the roused plague victims got anywhere near them.

They hustled off, trotting along the wall toward the door, glancing back confidently.

They should have looked ahead.

Coming around the corner at the back of the abbey, running fast and with obvious purpose, came a host of black-robed, red-hooded monks.

Castinagis skidded to a stop. He saw the crack of the concealed door—a portal that would not be noticed by anyone who didn’t know it was there—and measured the distance immediately against the speed of the approaching band.

He dropped his supply-laden pack, crying for his brethren to do the same, and sprinted away, calling out for the door to be opened.

And it was, a crack, and Castinagis could have gotten there ahead of the approaching Brothers Repentant, but his companions could not, he recognized, and so he burst right by the door, meeting the charge of the leading red-hooded monk. “Get in!” he cried as he went.

Anders Castinagis was a fine fighter, a big and strong man with fists of stone and a jaw that could take a punch. He had trained well at St.-Mere-Abelle, was graduated from the lessons of arts martial near the top of his class.

He did not know that now he was about to battle his instructor.

He came in hard, thinking to knock the leading attacker back, hit him quickly a few times, then wheel back to join his brethren inside.

His surprise was complete when the first punch he threw, a straight right, got picked off cleanly, a hand snapping up under his wrist, catching hold and easily turning his arm over. Castinagis tried to ward with his free left hand as his opponent came forward, right hand positioned like a serpent’s head aiming to strike his throat.

But then, suddenly and unexpectedly, the red-hooded monk brought his straight-fingered hand out to the side, then kicked Castinagis’ twisted elbow, shattering the bone. As Castinagis moved his free hand down to grasp at the pain, that serpentlike hand snapped in against his exposed throat.

He felt himself falling, but then he was caught, a strong hand clamping tightly over his face, and he knew no more.

Marcalo De’Unnero thought to drop his catch when he noted the fighting by the back door of St. Precious. His brethren had run past him and the monks from inside the abbey, knowing a brother to be trapped outside, had come pouring out to meet the charge.

Also, farther back but closing fast, came the angry mob, throwing stones and shouting curses. And behind them came the clatter of hoofbeats, of city guardsmen, De’Unnero knew.

It was all too beautiful.

He hoisted the half-conscious monk up under his arm and dragged him down one side alley, and many of his brothers followed.

And so began the impromptu trial of Anders Castinagis, with De’Unnero, Brother Truth, holding him up as an example of the errors of the world, an Abellican monk who, like all the brown-robed churchmen, had fallen from the path of God and had thus brought the rosy plague down among them all.

The plague victims wanted to believe those words—needed someone to blame—and they came at poor Castinagis viciously, spitting at him and kicking at him.

Over by the abbey, there came the sound of a lightning stroke, and even more general rioting.

That would have been the bitter end of Anders Castinagis, but then a contingent of horsemen, city guard, turned into the alleyway and came charging down, scattering plague-ridden peasants and Brothers Repentant alike.

De’Unnero thought to make a stand against them, thought to leap astride the nearest horse and kill the soldier, but he understood that this was not a fight he wanted. He wasn’t personally afraid, of course, but thus far the soldiers of Palmaris—and thus, implicitly, the Duke serving as ruler of the city—had not hindered the Brothers Repentant from their orations and their occasional attacks on the Behrenese. Better not to make them an enemy, the cunning De’Unnero understood.

He leaped out of the way of the nearest approaching soldier and yelled for a general retreat. There was no pursuit, for the soldiers likewise did not wish to do battle with De’Unnero and his group. No, they were merely acting as the law required them, to protect an Abellican brother.

From the end of the alley, the fierce monk watched the soldiers scoop up the battered form of Anders Castinagis and turn back for St. Precious, forming a tight, defensive ring about the monk and warding the angry peasants away.

De’Unnero smiled at the sight. He knew that while many were dying each day of the plague, the numbers of the discontented, of the outraged, would continue to swell. He knew that he would find many allies in his war against the Abellican Church—no, not the Abellican Church, he mused, for it was his intent to reestablish that very body in proper form. No, this incarnation of his beloved Church more resembled a Church of Avelyn, or of Jojonah.

He would remedy that.

One abbey at a time.

One burned abbey at a time.

“It was De’Unnero,” Castinagis, lisping badly from a lip swollen to three times its normal size, insisted. “No one else could move like that, with such speed and precision.”

“Rumors have named him as the leader of the Brothers Repentant,” Abbot Braumin replied with a sigh.

“Then we expose him to the people of Palmaris,” Viscenti chimed in eagerly.

The door of the audience chamber banged open then, and a very angry Duke Tetrafel stormed into the room.

“How did you—” Abbot Braumin started to ask.

“His soldiers had just helped us, abbot,” came a nervous remark from behind the Duke, from the brother who had been charged with watching the gate that day.

Abbot Braumin understood immediately; Duke Tetrafel had used the leverage of his soldiers’ intervention to bully his way into the abbey. So be it, Braumin thought, and he waved the nervous young sentry monk away.

“You submitted to the gemstone inspection, of course,” Braumin remarked, though he knew well that the Duke most certainly had not.

Tetrafel scoffed at the absurd notion. “If your monks tried to come to me with that stone of possession, my soldiers would raze your abbey,” he blustered.

“We are allowed our rules and our sanctuary,” Braumin replied.

“And did my soldiers not just allow several of your monks to get back into that sanctuary?” Tetrafel asked. “Your friend Brother Castinagis among them? He would have been killed in the gutter. Yet this is how you greet me?”

Braumin paused for a long while to digest the words. “My pardon,” he said, coming around the desk and offering a polite bow. “Of course we are in your debt. But do understand that we have set up St. Precious as a sanctuary against the rosy plague, and to ensure that we must spiritually inspect everyone who enters. Even the brothers are subjected to such inspections, myself included, if we venture out beyond the tussie-mussie bed.”

“And if it was discovered that you had become afflicted with the plague?” Tetrafel asked suspiciously.

“Then I would leave St. Precious at once,” Abbot Braumin replied without the slightest hesitation and without any hint of insincerity in his voice.

Tetrafel chuckled and stared at the abbot incredulously. “Then you are a fool,” he said.

The abbot only shrugged.

“And if I became afflicted?” the Duke asked slyly. “Would I, too, be denied admittance to St. Precious? And if so, would you and your brethren come out to tend to me?”

“Yes,” said Braumin, “and no.”

Tetrafel paused a moment to clarify the curt responses, then a great scowl crossed his face. “You would let me die?” The soldiers behind the Duke bristled.

“There is nothing we could do to alter that.”

“The old songs of doom proclaim that a monk might cure one in twenty,” Tetrafel argued. “Would not twenty monks then have a fair chance of saving their Baron and Duke?”

“They would.” Again, Abbot Braumin kept his response curt and to the point.

“But you would not send them,” Duke Tetrafel reasoned.

“No,” answered the abbot.

“Yet I risk my soldiers for the sake of your monks!” the Duke snapped back, and he was having a hard time masking his mounting anger.

“We can make no exceptions in this matter,” Braumin replied, “not for a nobleman, not for an abbot, not for the Father Abbot himself. If Father Abbot Agronguerre became so afflicted, he would be cast out of St.-Mere-Abelle.”

“Do you hear your own words as you speak them?” Duke Tetrafel roared. “Could you begin to believe that the lives of twenty minor monks were not worth the gain of saving a duke or even your own Father Abbot? Pray you then that King Danube does not become so afflicted, for if he did, and if your Church then did not come to his aid with every Abellican brother available, then the kingdom and the Church would be at war!”

Abbot Braumin seriously doubted that, for it was not without precedent. Furthermore, while it pained gentle Braumin to watch the suffering of the common folk, Tetrafel’s point was lost completely on him. In his view of the world, the life of a single brother, even a novitiate to the Abellican Church, was worth that of a duke or a king or a father abbot. As were the lives of every commoner now suffering on the square outside St. Precious. Yes, Braumin Herde cursed his helplessness daily, but he was glad, at least, that he was not possessed of the arrogance that seemed to be a major trait among the secular leaders of the kingdom.

“I have your words and your thoughts now,” Duke Tetrafel fumed. “I see your perspective all too clearly, Abbot Braumin. Understand that I now relinquish all responsibility for the safety of your brethren if they venture outside St. Precious. Exit at your own peril!” And he turned and stormed out of the room, sweeping his soldiers up in his wake.

“That went well,” Castinagis lisped sarcastically.

As if to accentuate the point, a stone bounced off Braumin’s window, clattering for a second, then falling harmlessly away. All day long, since the near riot at the back door, the peasants had been throwing rocks and curses at the abbey.

“We have lost the city,” Abbot Braumin remarked.

“We could send word to St.-Mere-Abelle for help,” Viscenti offered.

Braumin was shaking his head before the man even finished. “Father Abbot Agronguerre has his own troubles,” he replied. “No, we have lost the hearts of those in Palmaris, and cannot regain them short of going out with our gemstones among the people.”

“We send out salves and syrups, blankets and food, every day,” Castinagis interjected.

“And it is not enough to placate those who know they are dying,” said Braumin.

“We cannot go out to them,” Viscenti reasoned.

“Then we weather the plague within our abbey,” Abbot Braumin decided, “as it has been in the past, as we have done thus far. We will continue to send out the salves and other supplies as we can spare them, but if the peasants—led by the Brothers Repentant, no doubt—come against us, then we will defend St. Precious vigorously.”

“And if we lose the abbey?” Castinagis asked grimly.

“Then we flee Palmaris,” Braumin replied, “to Caer Tinella, perhaps, where we might establish the first chapel of Avelyn.”

“That course was denied,” Viscenti remarked.

Braumin shrugged as if that fact wasn’t important. “Perhaps it is time we think about establishing the Church of Avelyn, in partnership with the Abellican Church if they so desire, a separate entity altogether if they do not.”

The strong words raised the eyebrows of the other two brothers in the room, and Braumin, too, understood the desperation of such a course. The Church would never agree to such a split, of course, and would likely declare Braumin a heretic—again—and excommunicate any who sided with him. But they wouldn’t come after him, Braumin knew, at least not until the time of plague had passed. And in those years, it was quite conceivable that he, with a more generous attitude toward the terrified peasants, might establish himself so securely that the Abellican Church would think it wiser to just let him be.

Those fanciful thoughts continued to roll in Braumin’s head for a long while, long after both Viscenti and Castinagis had taken their leave. But in the end, they didn’t hold, for Braumin recognized them as the course of a desperate fool. His current problems were not the making of a new Church—indeed, he and his comrades had pushed the Church in a direction favorable to Avelyn and Jojonah, favorable to his own beliefs. The current problem was the plague, pure and simple, and even if Braumin successfully managed to go and establish his coveted chapel, even if he split from the Abellican Church altogether and began his own religion, what would be the gain? The rosy plague would still be among them, and Braumin would still be helpless against it.

Another rock thudded against the abbot’s wall.

He glanced that way, toward the window, and tuned in to the curses and shouts being hurled against his abbey. No, he would not run away. He and his brethren would defend St. Precious from all attacks, and vigorously, as he had instructed. If all the city came against them, then all the city would be destroyed, if that is what it would take.

Braumin hated his own thoughts.

But he wouldn’t deny the truth, nor the righteousness, of them.

Pony knelt over Dainsey, holding her hand and talking comfortingly to her, trying to give her some dignity and some sense that she was loved and was not alone at this, the end of her life. How bitter it all seemed to Pony, to fail here, just a mile from her destination, though in truth, she doubted that even if she could get to Avelyn’s arm, it would do Dainsey any good. The poor woman was too far gone.

“Let go, Dainsey,” she whispered, wanting the woman’s misery, her obvious fear and pain, to end. “It is all right to let go.”

If Dainsey heard her, she made no indication, but Pony kept talking, kept hoping that she was doing some good.

Then a strong hand grabbed Pony’s shoulder and pulled her up to her feet. She glanced back to see Bradwarden, right beside her, holding the pouch of gemstones she had left far back down the path.

“What?” she started to ask.

“Ye get her up on me back and climb yerself up with her,” the centaur explained. “I’ll get ye to the top o’ Mount Aida.”

“B-Bradwarden, the plague,” Pony stuttered.

“Damn it to the dactyl’s own bed!” the centaur roared. “I’d rather be catchin’ it and dyin’ than to keep away and watch me friends sufferin’!”

Pony started to argue—that generous nature within her thought immediately to protect her unafflicted friend. But who was she to so determine Bradwarden’s course, or anyone’s for that matter? If she was willing to take such risks with her own life as to dive spiritually right into the disease as it ravaged Dainsey, or even complete strangers, then how could she presume to warn Bradwarden away?

Besides, she didn’t disagree with him. There were indeed fates worse than death.

She helped Bradwarden to get Dainsey in place on his strong back, and then she climbed up behind her.

“All this time, you have helped, but from a safe distance,” Pony observed. “Why now?”

“Because I trust ye, girl,” the centaur admitted. “And if ye’re thinkin’ that ye can heal the plague at the arm, and if ye’re hearin’ that from Avelyn and Nightbird themselves, then who might I be to be arguin’?”

Pony considered the words and merely shrugged.

“I’ll keep it as smooth as I can,” the centaur promised.

“She is feeling nothing,” Pony replied. “Speed is more urgent than comfort. Fly on!”

And Bradwarden did just that, pounding along trails that he knew all too well. He came down the side of the Barbacan ring, onto the expanse leading to Mount Aida, fields growing thick with new grasses after the devastation of Avelyn’s fight against Bestesbulzibar. Then up, up, went Bradwarden, running along familiar trails.

“I’ll be coming up on the south face,” he explained. “It’s a quicker run to the plateau, but I’ll not be able to get up the last climb to the place with ye.”

“I may need you there,” Pony remarked.

“And I’ll join ye as soon as I can get meself to the other side,” Bradwarden promised.

On they went. They came to places where Pony had to dismount and run along beside, and one cliff where Pony found the strength to use the malachite, levitating both Bradwarden and Dainsey up behind her and saving many hundreds of yards of winding trail.

“Off ye go,” the centaur announced, skidding to a stop when they arrived at the last expanse. Pony brought Dainsey around, and Bradwarden hoisted her seemingly lifeless form up over the short rise, laying her atop the flat plateau, then helping Pony up beside her.

“I will get you up with malachite,” the woman started to say, but Bradwarden waved the notion away.

“I’ll be joinin’ ye soon enough,” he explained. “Ye save yer strength for Dainsey’s last fight.” And he turned and thundered away, along the trails that would bring him to the other side of the plateau and an easier route to the top.

Pony turned and stared at the mummified arm of Avelyn Desbris, standing strong out of the very rock of the blasted mountain. In the final explosion that had destroyed the mountaintop and the physical form of Bestesbulzibar, Avelyn had thrust that arm skyward, holding Tempest and the bag of gemstones for his friends to find. For some reason that Pony did not understand, that arm had not rotted, nor had the continual wind worn it away. It appeared just as she had found it those years before, without the sword or the stones, and she couldn’t deny the comfort she felt in merely viewing it.

She gathered up Dainsey in her arms and walked over to the arm, laying the woman on the ground gently before it.

Now what?

Pony knelt before the arm and began to pray, to Avelyn, to Elbryan, to anyone who would give her the answers. Before her, Dainsey continued to squirm uncomfortably, fighting against the seemingly inevitable end.

Pony prayed harder. She took out her soul stone and fell into its magic, then soared boldly into the rot that was Dainsey Aucomb. Might she find better results here, in this sacred place?

Pony attacked.

And was beaten back.

“No!” she cried when she came out of the gemstone trance, sitting on the ground helplessly before Dainsey, who was now writhing in the very last moments of her life. “No! It cannot have been a lie!”

“This is my covenant with you,” came a voice behind her, and Pony whirled about—to see a young monk, Romeo Mullahy, standing behind her.

But he was dead! Had died in this very place, throwing himself from the rocks rather than accept capture at the hands of Father Abbot Markwart.

Pony stammered a few incomprehensible syllables.

“Whosoever tastes the blood of my palm shall know no fear from the rosy plague,” Mullahy said.

Pony reached for the man—and her hand went right through him! It was Romeo Mullahy, his ghost at least, and he was far less than corporeal!

Pony played back his words desperately.

“But ye’re dead!” came a cry from farther back, Bradwarden climbing onto the plateau.

Pony looked at Mullahy’s insubstantial hands for the blood.

“I spoke for Avelyn,” he explained. “This is the covenant of Avelyn.”

Pony snapped her gaze back to the mummified hand, to see, to her surprise and her delight, that there was indeed a reddish liquid upon the palm.

Dainsey cried out then, as Death reached for her. Pony reacted faster, reaching down and lifting her face to Avelyn’s hand, pressing Dainsey’s lips against the palm.

The effect was immediate and stunning, for Dainsey went limp but not in death. No, far from that, Pony knew; Dainsey was—so suddenly—more comfortable than she had been in many days!

Pony laid her down gently before the arm, then she, too, leaned in and kissed the bloody palm—and that blood seemed not to diminish in the least.

She felt the warmth all through her body, and knew then for certain that she had contracted the plague from her work with Dainsey, that it was within her, beginning to gather strength.

But no longer. Pony felt that implicitly.

Whosoever tastes the blood of my palm shall know no fear from the rosy plague.

Pony looked down at Dainsey, who was resting and breathing easily. She glanced back to Romeo Mullahy, but the ghost was already gone, its message delivered.

Bradwarden came up to her.

“Ye got blood on yer lips,” he remarked.

“Avelyn’s,” Pony tried to explain, shaking her head. “The taste of his blood grants freedom from the plague, so said—”

“The ghost of Mullahy,” the centaur finished. “I seen him jump meself, back then when Markwart and King Danube came to catch us. Hit them rocks hard.”

“How can it be?” Pony asked.

Bradwarden laughed aloud, shaking his head with every rolling bellow. “I’m not for disbelievin’ anythin’ comin’ out o’ that arm,” he said, and then he paused for a moment, staring from Pony to the still-bloody hand. “Are ye goin’ to take some with ye, then?”

Pony, too, looked at the hand. “I cannot,” she explained, and indeed, in her heart, she knew. She understood all of it now. “It is the blood and it is this place.”

“What’re ye thinkin’?” Bradwarden asked suspiciously. “We’re a long way from yer homeland.”

Pony just turned a determined look his way.

“That Mullahy ghost tell ye that?”

“No,” Pony answered with perfect calm. “The spirit of Avelyn did, just now.”

Bradwarden and Pony stared at each other for a long while, then the centaur came in low and kissed the bloody hand.


Chapter 37
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The Vision

SYMPHONY RAN AS NEVER BEFORE, BEARING PONY STRAIGHT TO THE SOUTH, thundering down the roads to Dundalis. Bradwarden carried Dainsey now, who was recovering with each passing minute, but the centaur couldn’t begin to pace Symphony and Pony. Even when Symphony had been carrying both women on the trip to the Barbacan, Bradwarden had to run on much longer each night to keep up.

But Pony couldn’t wait for her two friends. Now that she knew Dainsey to be out of danger and was confident that no goblins would surprise the cunning centaur, her purpose shifted to the wider world, to all the plague victims who had to know the truth of Avelyn’s arm. A thousand variables rolled about in Pony’s head. Would her newfound immunity against the plague allow her to begin a general healing process throughout the southland? Would plague sufferers begin to make the pilgrimage to the wild Barbacan? How would Pony protect them from monsters and animals, from the weather as the season turned to winter? And what of food? Would she offer blind hope to thousands only to have them starve on the road to the north?

Too many questions, too many dire possibilities. But none, Pony pointedly and repeatedly reminded herself on that wild run to the south, were nearly as dire as the reality that the folk of the kingdom now knew, the reality of the rosy plague and so many dying with each passing day.

With each passing minute, she told herself; and she used the malachite as much as she could to lighten Symphony’s load; and she used the soul stone to catch some of the strength from nearby deer and other animals, giving it to Symphony; and she used the cat’s-eye circlet to see in the dark, then transferred those images to Symphony so that the run could continue long after sunset.

On one such night, in the light of Sheila, Pony found a solitary form standing vigil on the ridge north of Dundalis; and she was not surprised, but her heart was warmed.

“Greetings, Roger,” she called, urging Symphony ahead.

The man nearly fell over trying to get to her. “Tell me!” he cried. “Where is Dainsey?”

“With Bradwarden, some miles behind.”

“Did you get to the B-Barbacan?” Roger stuttered, hardly able to speak the question. “Did Avelyn …”

Pony slipped down from Symphony’s back, and when she turned, her beaming smile was all the answer Roger Lockless needed. He exploded into motion, wrapping Pony in the tightest hug she had ever felt, his shoulders shaking with sobs of joy.

They were in Dundalis soon after; and there Pony, strengthened by the miracle of Avelyn’s blood, fought the rosy plague.

Her spirit entered the body of an afflicted man. But now she held no fear of it at all. None. It could not latch on to her spiritual arms as she attacked the disease, scraping it from bone and organ, her healing spiritual touch dissipating the greenish disease.

She stayed with the afflicted man for a long time, moving to every edge of his being, fighting and fighting wherever she found sickness.

Finally, exhausted but satisfied, Pony made her way to her own body. She sat back, her eyes closed, reorienting herself to her corporeal form.

“I am healed!” she heard the man cry, and then came a host of responding cheers.

Pony blinked open her eyes, to find Roger and Belster and Tomas Gingerwart and many, many other folk of Dundalis gathered in the room or just outside the window. And all of them were cheering for her, for her healing of this man.

But Pony knew the truth of it. “You are not cured,” she told the man bluntly. The cheering stopped immediately, and the man seemed as if he would topple out of his bed. “I have granted you time, a temporary reprieve, but there is only one way for you to be truly cured.”

She paused and looked around, to find them all, every man and every woman, hanging on her every word.

“You said that Dainsey was cured,” Roger dared to remark.

“You must travel to the Barbacan,” she explained, “to the flattened top of Mount Aida and the arm of Avelyn Desbris. You will see blood in his palm. Kiss it, taste it, and you need not fear the rosy plague anymore.”

“The Barbacan?” the man replied, his face bloodless. All about him, people began repeating that question, that name.

Pony understood their terror. Along with the fact that the Barbacan was a place of legendary evil that had been home of the latest incarnation of the demon dactyl, the difficulty of that northern, wild road gave them all pause. Again that tumult of questions, simple logistical problems, assaulted her thoughts. They had to go to the Barbacan, everyone afflicted—and even those who were not yet caught in the grasp of the plague would do well to make the journey.

But how?

Pony went back to Fellowship Way soon after, needing rest. The townsfolk had asked her to lead them to the Barbacan, and she had told them that she would answer them in the morning, but in truth, she had known her answer all along. She could not go back now. No, her road must continue to the south, to Caer Tinella and to Palmaris, at least. The word had to be spread far and wide.

She knew the only hope for making this miracle known to the whole land: she would have to enlist the aid of the King’s soldiers and the Abellican brothers. All of them.

Even if she accomplished such a thing, though, how could she secure the northern road so that the pilgrimages could begin at once?

For every passing minute brought pain and grief, every passing day made the pile of corpses grow larger.

Pony fell asleep with those disturbing thoughts in mind, trying to work out the speech she would make to Braumin and the others, to King Danube and Duke Kalas, trying to figure out some way that Bradwarden and Belster could find aid to begin the first pilgrimages. She woke up sometime later, the night still dark, the dawn still far away.

She had her answer.

Pony fell into the soul stone once more, freeing her spirit from its corporeal bonds, then flying, flying across the miles to the west.

Soon after, she came to a place where she knew that she was not welcome, but she called out anyway for the lady of the land.

A few minutes passed; Pony considered plunging through the misty veil that covered Andur’Blough Inninness, invading the elven homeland with her spirit. But then, suddenly, she felt a pull and recognized that Lady Dasslerond was using the magic of her emerald gemstone to bring more of Pony’s corporeal form to the place, that they might speak more clearly.

And then the lady of Caer’alfar was before her, glaring at her dangerously. Pony noted that many other Touel’alfar were about, and that those she caught sight of were carrying their deadly little bows. Instinctively, she reached down and felt her own body, recognizing that she was solid enough for Dasslerond’s archers to truly harm her.

“We have already had this discussion,” the lady said sternly. “Our borders are closed, Jilseponie, to you and to all others of your race.”

“The situation has changed,” Pony started to say.

“No, it has not!” Lady Dasslerond insisted, narrowing her golden eyes. “The plague is a problem for the human kingdoms. We’ll not let it, or you, touch Andur’Blough Inninness. Now begone from this place—I will release your body and I expect your spirit to follow. On pain of death, Jilseponie, your spirit must follow.”

“I have found a cure!” Pony yelled at her, and that did cause the lady’s eyes to open wide.

“At the Barbacan, the arm of Avelyn,” Pony began to explain, “the same arm that brought forth the miracle and killed the goblins. The palm bleeds, Lady Dasslerond, and that blood, the blood of Avelyn, confers immunity to the plague.”

“Our community has not been touched by the plague,” Dasslerond replied. “Why, then, do you come to tell us?”

“Because you must know, for if the plague does find your valley, you can survive,” Pony replied.

Lady Dasslerond thought for a moment, then nodded. “Perhaps we misjudged your return,” she admitted. “You have our gratitude for this information. Should we find that we need it, we will heed your words.”

“But I need your help,” Pony boldly went on. “The folk will begin their march to the Barbacan, by the dozens, the score, the hundreds. Until King Danube and the Abellican monks get their people in place, that will be a road fraught with danger, I fear. With goblins and starvation.”

“What do you expect of the Touel’alfar?” Dasslerond asked, a tightness coming back to her voice.

“I expect nothing,” Pony replied, “but I beg of you that you lend aid in this time of our need. A host of elves would greatly aid that necessary journey. Your people could chase away the goblins, even could leave food along the road, and would never have to make contact with the pilgrims. You could—”

“Enough!” Dasslerond interrupted. “Your point is made.”

“And is my plea heard?”

The lady made no movement, no shake of the head and no confirming nod.

“Begone from this place, Jilseponie,” she ordered after a short while.

Pony started to argue, but she felt a sudden tug as her body separated yet again from her spirit and sped back to her room in Dundalis. She blinked her spirit eyes open to find that Dasslerond had already receded into the misty blanket of fog. She thought to follow, to demand an answer, but Pony understood it all too clearly: if she did go down there, Lady Dasslerond would use her emerald to bring her body back, and then she would be killed.

Bradwarden and Dainsey arrived in Dundalis the next morning, to find the folk already preparing to make a pilgrimage to the north. How they cheered Dainsey, many running over to give the miraculously cured woman a big hug, though it was obvious that Roger didn’t want to share her with anyone!

“I’m going to need you to lead them back to the Barbacan,” Pony said to Bradwarden when she found her way to him.

“Bradwarden and Roger and me,” Dainsey said, her eyes sparkling.

Pony shook her head. “I need you,” she explained to the woman. “We must go south, to Palmaris, perhaps farther, to show them the miracle, to begin the pilgrimages.”

“South, then,” Roger said.

“But north for you,” Pony said to Roger. He started to protest, but her simple logic cut him short. “You have not yet entered the covenant of Avelyn,” she reminded.

“I do not want to be away from Dainsey,” said Roger, and he and his wife stared lovingly at each other.

“You will have your time together,” Pony promised, “but not now.” She grabbed Dainsey by the arm and pulled her away from the man. “You ride Greystone, and I, Symphony.”

“Now?” Roger asked. “This very minute? She has just returned, weary already from the road. And we have not even found the chance to—”

“And every minute we wait means that another person will die,” Pony said. “That is the truth, is it not? And measured against that truth, does Roger still believe that we should tarry here in Dundalis?”

The man looked at her plaintively, then turned his loving gaze back to Dainsey. But then he sighed and kissed his wife. “You and Pony go with all speed,” he said.

“Not Pony,” Jilseponie stated, more out of reflex than any conscious thought. Both Roger and Dainsey looked at her curiously, wondering if she had changed her mind, if she had decided that Dainsey must go south alone while she went back to the Barbacan. Pony looked up at them, her expression as determined as any either of them had ever seen.

“Jilseponie,” she declared, “not Pony. Pony was a woman who lived quietly in Dundalis. I go south as Jilseponie.”

Roger thought about that for a long moment, then nodded. “A fine road and a fast horse to both Dainsey and Jilseponie, then,” he said. “Go with all speed.”

They did just that, riding out of Dundalis only a few minutes later.

“I telled ye she’d find her heart,” Bradwarden remarked to Roger as they watched the pair gallop away.

“Off to save the world,” the dejected man said with more than a little sarcasm.

“She lit her fires.” The centaur laughed. “Now she’s ready to go and fight, beside Braumin, against the plague. Against the Duke, if he’s not hearin’ her, and against the King himself, if she has to. Ye remember her walk across Palmaris when she had enough o’ the fool Markwart?” Bradwarden said with a laugh.

Roger stared hard at the centaur. He did indeed remember that journey Jilseponie had made across the city. All who witnessed the bared power of the angry woman remembered it well, and would not soon forget.

“Why’re ye lookin’ so wounded?” Bradwarden asked, clapping Roger hard on the shoulder. “Weren’t ye the one complainin’ when she came back to us after refusin’ both city and Church? Well, boy, ye got what ye wanted!”

“Maybe she can make a difference,” Roger admitted.

“To herself, at least,” said the centaur, and Roger looked at him curiously. “Ye need yer purpose in life, lad,” Bradwarden explained. “Without it, ye got nothin’. She’s seein’ her power now, and clearly, and knowin’ the responsibility that power’s bringin’ to her. If she doesn’t use it, or at least try, then she’ll be failin’ her very purpose, and that’s a wound ye canno’ heal.”

“You think she’ll beat them all?” Roger asked.

“I’m not knowin’ if ye ever can, nor is Pony,” Bradwarden admitted, “but ye can beat ’em one at a time, beat ’em back and go on as best as ye can. Pony’ll do good for the kingdom, don’t ye doubt, and for the little folk who got no hope. A hunnerd, hunnerd will live better, or live at all, because of her workin’s, and how can Pony ignore that callin’?”

“Jilseponie,” Roger corrected.

They came toward him, toward him, smelling of peat, their lifeless eyes staring at him, envious of his warmth. He tried to run—always before he had been able to escape—but this time, the walking dead had come to him in greater numbers and seemingly in coordinated fashion. Whichever way he turned, they were there, reaching for his throat with stiff arms.

He kicked out at one, spun and punched the face of another zombie—though the horrid creature showed no sign that it had felt the blow.

He dropped and scrambled desperately, pushing through.

But they crowded around him, a wall of rotting, dirty flesh, and he had nowhere to run.

He called out for his companions, but then realized that he had no companions, that he was on his own.

And so he tried to fight, briefly, but then he was down on his back, the walking dead looming over him, coming down at him … down at him.

Duke Tetrafel woke up with a shriek, clawing at his bedsheets so wildly that he wound up on the floor in a tumble of blankets. He continued to scream and thrash for some time, until the haze of dreams flitted away, revealing the dawn, the secure dawn in Chasewind Manor.

He sat there on the floor for some time. The dream was not new to him, had followed him all the way across Honce-the-Bear every night since his expedition had been savaged by the little folk and their host of zombies.

But this time, for the first time in his dreams, he had found no escape. This time, for the first time, the walking dead had caught him. Duke Tetrafel pondered that disturbing notion for some time, until the door of his room banged open and one of his attendants came rushing in.

“My Duke!” the man cried. “Are you murdered?”

Tetrafel chuckled and held up an arm to keep the concerned fool at bay. To his surprise, though, his signal, while stopping the attendant, only seemed to make the man grow even more concerned. He stood a few strides away, gawking openly, and then, to Tetrafel’s further astonishment, he began shaking his head and backing away.

“What is it?” the Duke asked, but the man did not—seemed as if he could not—respond. He continued backing, almost to the door.

“Speak up, fool,” Tetrafel demanded. “What is—”

The man turned and bolted from the room.

Still on the floor amid the tumble of blankets, Tetrafel stared at the open door for a long time, wondering.

And then it hit him, and then the variation of his too-common dream made perfect sense. Slowly, slowly, he brought his arm back in and turned it over.

Rosy spots.

His screams came even more loudly than before.

Abbot Braumin rubbed his hands together nervously as he walked along the quiet corridors of St. Precious. The day had not been good, not at all, with devastating rumors rolling along the unruly streets of Palmaris. And now this news, of a secret visitor that Viscenti had considered important enough to be admitted to the abbey—quietly and after a thorough gemstone inspection.

The abbot came to the door and paused, taking a deep and steadying breath, trying to find his heart. He pushed through, to find Shamus Kilronney waiting for him.

“Brother Viscenti claims that you are packed for the road,” the abbot said, trying to keep his tone lighthearted.

“As long a road as I can find, my friend,” Shamus said, coming forward and offering a handshake to the abbot. “I have seen too much of all this. I have no heart left for it.”

“Palmaris will be a lesser place without you,” Braumin remarked.

“Palmaris will be a place of catastrophe whether I remain or not,” Shamus corrected. “You have heard the rumors?”

“I hear many rumors every day,” said Braumin. “I cannot begin to sort fact from fancy.”

Shamus nodded and chuckled, and Braumin knew that the man understood his evasiveness for what it was. He had indeed heard the specific rumor to which Shamus Kilronney must be referring, and his obvious dodge made that truth quite clear.

“It is more than rumor,” Shamus said gravely. “Duke Tetrafel has the plague and is even now in a fit of panic at Chasewind Manor.”

“As he should be,” Braumin said with sincere sympathy.

“He will turn his eyes outward from his insecure sanctuary, will look to St. Precious for aid,” said Shamus.

“He and I have already discussed—”

“None of that will matter,” Shamus interrupted firmly. “His desperation will lead him to your gates, do not doubt.” He held his hand up to stop Braumin’s forthcoming, expected response. “And you will turn him away. I am leaving, my friend. I cannot suffer this catastrophe any longer.”

That last statement, linked with Shamus’ insistence that Tetrafel would come for help, explained it all to Braumin. The catastrophe to which Shamus was referring was not the plague itself but the coming storm when Duke Tetrafel realized that St. Precious would not help him. Shamus was foreseeing—and quite logically, it seemed to Braumin—the chaos that would ensue within the city, the all-out riot, even warfare, between Tetrafel and the abbey. To Braumin’s thinking, the brothers of St. Precious had already lost the city, a situation made even more dangerous by the arrival of De’Unnero and the Brothers Repentant. If Duke Tetrafel, instead of merely remaining neutral, actually put his muscle behind De’Unnero and the roused populace, then St. Precious would be hard pressed indeed!

“Where will you go?” Braumin asked his friend.

“North, perhaps,” Shamus answered, “to Caer Tinella, and maybe farther—maybe all the way to the Timberlands.”

“Is there nothing you can do to help us?” Braumin asked somberly.

“Is there nothing you can do to help Duke Tetrafel?” Shamus replied.

Abbot Braumin looked around, then rolled his eyes and shook his head helplessly. “Then pray for us, my friend,” he said.

Shamus Kilronney nodded, patted Braumin on the shoulder, and turned to go.

Abbot Braumin could not bring himself to judge the man, for in truth, he wished that he might run away with Shamus.


Chapter 38
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A Miracle for Francis

FRANCIS SLAPPED FUTILELY AT THE GREEN SWAMP OF PLAGUE THAT BUBBLED UP all around his arms. He knew that this woman, too, was near death, but he could hardly bear the thought of watching yet another one die, the third in three days.

And so he fought, if not to buy some time for the poor infected woman, then to buy some time for his own shattered sensibilities.

Francis didn’t notice that the plague within this woman did not attack his spiritual presence with any vigor, and so he didn’t pause to wonder about this change and its implications.

He came out of his battle soon after, having done little good. He stared down at the poor woman, so close to death; and then, as he turned to leave, he found all the world suddenly spinning.

Francis hit the ground facedown.

Huffing and puffing with every running stride, Father Abbot Agronguerre hurried to the front gate tower, where Bou-raiy, Machuso, Glendenhook, and many others had gathered. He pushed through the crowd of brothers to get to the wall, and peering over, beyond the tussie-mussie bed, he saw the spectacle that had so attracted them.

There lay Brother Francis, his head propped up by the one-eyed woman of whom so many demanded beatification.

“The plague has found Brother Francis,” Master Machuso softly explained.

“Ring around the rosy,” Master Bou-raiy said dryly. “The old songs do not lie.”

There came murmurs of assent from all about, with many hands moving through the evergreen gesture.

Father Abbot Agronguerre stared long and hard out over that misty morning field, thoroughly frustrated. He had been living vicariously through Francis, he understood, had been saluting the man’s courage and his few triumphs, and also, that greatest triumph of all: that he had been out among the plague victims working tirelessly, yet for all these months, had found miraculous immunity to the dreaded disease.

But now, in the blink of an eye, it seemed, all those notions of miracle had been washed away. There could be no doubt, even looking at him from this distance. Mere exhaustion alone had not felled Brother Francis.

“This is why we follow the precepts and heed the words of the old songs,” Fio Bou-raiy went on, turning as he spoke, as if making a speech to the whole gathering. “Our gift from our brothers who came before us lies in the wisdom that they passed down to us, and what greater fools are we if we do not heed their words!”

Again came the murmurs of assent, but it all sounded very wrong to Father Abbot Agronguerre. Not wrong in a practical matter, for he knew he would not run down then and there and throw wide the abbey gates. But wrong in a spiritual sense, in the very tone of Bou-raiy, excited and justified, and in those palpable sighs of relief from all gathered here in the relative safety behind thick stone walls and tussie-mussie aromas.

“Does it please you to see Brother Francis downed?” Agronguerre asked suddenly, the question, as it registered, widening Bou-raiy’s eyes with surprise and bringing a gasp of near disbelief from Glendenhook. Even Machuso shifted uncomfortably.

But Agronguerre would not relent so easily. “Every one of you take heed of Brother Francis and the sacrifice that he made,” he said forcefully, letting his gaze drift from surprised brother to brother. “If in your hearts, even secretly, you foster some relief, some justification of our course, in seeing Brother Francis stricken ill, if somewhere deep in your heart and soul you believe the man a fool deserving of such a fate, then I expect you at the sacrament of Penitence this very day. We hide because pragmatic Church doctrine demands it of us, but we, every one of us, should wish that we are possessed of such courage as Brother Francis’, that we are possessed of such compassion and generosity. We can look out upon him now, knowing that his end is near, and feel justification, or we can look out upon him now and feel sadness in losing a heroic brother.”

He finished with a deep breath, then, with a final look at Fio Bou-raiy, stormed out of the gate tower, needing the security of his own chambers.

Inside the gate tower, the mood was more somber and reflective, with many brothers murmuring and shaking their heads.

“So will you go to Penitence?” Master Glendenhook asked Bou-raiy.

The older master scoffed at the notion. “Brother Francis was guided by emotions that I cannot discredit,” he said, loudly enough to draw the attention of all the gathering, “but he erred in his thinking.”

That seemingly direct contradiction to what the Father Abbot had just said brought murmurs of surprise, even a few gasps.

“Believe not my words, for they are but opinion,” Bou-raiy went on, turning and sweeping his arm toward the spectacle beyond the wall. “Believe what you see before you. Brother Francis ignored doctrine because his heart was weak, because he was unable to suffer the wails of the dying. Nay, we cannot argue his emotions, but there before us lies the truth of his course. Perhaps his compassion and generosity, great gifts both, will grant him some measure of mercy in the eyes of God, whom he will soon meet; but he will need that mercy because he refused to accept the greater responsibility that has been thrust upon us—that legacy of constancy, of protecting the Church itself, and not our own fragile selves, against the onslaught of the rosy plague.

“Follow Francis, all of us, to the fields and to the grave?” he asked dramatically. “Aye, and then, in our weakness, do we plunge the future world of Corona into complete and utter darkness!”

His departure was not less forceful or dramatic than Agronguerre’s.

Master Glendenhook, along with everyone else, watched Bou-raiy storm away. He had just witnessed the prelude to a titanic struggle, Glendenhook believed, for it seemed obvious to him then that his friend Fio Bou-raiy would not back down, would fight Agronguerre to the very end if the sight of fallen Francis began to weaken the old Father Abbot’s resolve.

An image of Agronguerre lying on the field in place of Francis came to Glendenhook’s mind then, and with new Father Abbot Fio Bou-raiy watching the spectacle from the security of St.-Mere-Abelle.

At that particular moment, it seemed quite plausible.

Brother Francis awakened to what he thought was the sound of angels singing, a chorus of joyous and beautiful harmonies fitting of heaven. When he opened his eyes, he saw that it was indeed.

Scores of pitiful plague-ridden peasants ringed him, their hands joined together, their voices blended in chanting prayer. He recognized some who had been too weak even to stand earlier the previous night; but with the support of their neighbors, they were standing now and smiling, every one, despite their pain.

Francis rolled to his side and with great effort managed to stand up, turning slowly, slowly, looking into the eyes of his angels, sharing their love and returning it with all his heart.

A fit of panic hit him then suddenly, as he realized that he did not have his precious soul stone. He glanced all around at the ground, hoping that someone from St.-Mere-Abelle had not sneaked out and stolen away with it.

But then, as if in answer to the plaintive expression upon his face, a frail and scarred, one-eyed little woman shuffled toward him with her hand extended, the gray stone upon her upraised palm.

“Thank you, Merry,” Francis whispered, taking the stone. “My work is not yet done.”

“They’re praying for yerself, Brother Francis,” Merry replied. “Every one’s sending ye his heart. Ye take yer stone and work upon yer own troubles.”

Francis smiled, but knew that was impossible, even if he had been so inclined, which he was not. He knew that he had the plague, and understood that it was growing ravenously within him, but Brother Francis was not bothered terribly by that harsh reality.

“We’re all singing for ye, Brother Francis,” Merry Cowsenfed went on. When he looked more closely at her, Francis realized that she had tears rimming her eye.

Tears for him! Francis had a hard time catching his breath. He could not believe how profoundly he had touched these poor people, could not believe that they so cared for him. He looked at them, looked at the dying, at people he could not save, at people who knew that he could not save them. And they were crying, for him! And they were praying, for him!

“We’re not to let the rosy plague take ye, Brother Francis,” Merry Cowsenfed said determinedly. “We’ll pray to God, we’ll yell at God! He’s not to be takin’ ye from us! Don’t ye fear, we’ll get ye yer miracle!”

Francis looked at her and offered the most sincere and warm smile that had ever found its way onto his often troubled face. No, they would not save him, he knew beyond doubt. He felt the sickness in him, bubbling and boiling. He could do nothing against it, even with his soul stone, and neither could they. It would take him, he knew, and deliver him to the feet of God for judgment.

For the first time in a long, long while, Brother Francis Dellacourt did not fear that judgment.

“We’ll get ye yer miracle!” Merry Cowsenfed said again loudly, and many people joined in that cheer.

They didn’t understand, Francis realized. They would indeed give him his miracle, but not the one for which they were now praying.

They would indeed give him his miracle—they already had.


Chapter 39
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Primal Rage

HE HEARD THE CRIES, THE ANGRY SHOUTS, AND THE SOUND ONLY SPURRED HIM on. As he approached the abbey, he heard the rattle of armor and the clatter of horses.

Marcalo De’Unnero slowed his pace, and so, too, did the Brothers Repentant behind him, figuring that the soldiers of the Duke Tetrafel had come to restore order yet again. Still, he continued toward the abbey, hoping that he might find some opportunity to make life a little more miserable for Braumin Herde and the other heretics who had stolen St. Precious.

Turning into the square, De’Unnero’s eyes brightened considerably, for he saw that the soldiers—and it seemed as if the entire city guard had turned out—were not impeding the peasants in any way. In fact, many were cheering on the ragged rabble as they, one after another, charged the abbey and launched stones at its unyielding walls.

It was a situation that seemed to De’Unnero to be on the verge of severe escalation.

He turned to his fanatical brethren. “Our call has been heard at last,” he said eagerly. “The hour of our glory is upon us. Let us go to them, our flock, and lead them against the heretics!”

The Brothers Repentant squealed as one, raising fists into the air and charging out onto the courtyard before St. Precious, their red hoods over their heads, their black robes flying out behind them.

De’Unnero was taking a chance, and he knew it. The soldiers, he believed, would not stop him and his followers. Not this time.

“The Brothers Repentant,” Anders Castinagis said with a growl. “Marcalo De’Unnero.”

Braumin Herde watched the mounting insanity, the growing riot. “Duke Tetrafel is over there,” he said, motioning across the way, to where a decorated coach could be seen behind the line of stern-faced soldiers. “He allows this.”

“He is angry and afraid,” Brother Talumus remarked.

“He is a fool,” Castinagis added.

“Can we not just reveal him?” Brother Viscenti asked nervously. “De’Unnero, I mean. They hate him. Surely they’ll not follow him if they know …”

“They fear the plague more than they hate De’Unnero,” Abbot Braumin reasoned, shaking his head. “We can reveal him, and likely that will weaken his hold over some. But it will do little to help us in the end, for this riot was incited not by the Brothers Repentant but by Duke Tetrafel.”

The blunt inference, though it made perfect sense, unnerved them all.

“I told you before that we had lost the city,” Braumin went on. “Now, before us, we have the proof.”

“They’ll not get through our walls,” Brother Castinagis said determinedly. “Not if all the Duke’s soldiers charge our gates.”

“We will beat them back,” Viscenti started to agree.

“No,” said Braumin Herde. “No, I will not have the walls of St. Precious stained with the blood of terrified peasants.”

“Then how?” Brother Castinagis asked above the tumult that ensued from the abbot’s surprising statement. Had not Braumin, after all, already determined that St. Precious would defend itself against all attacks?

Abbot Braumin nodded, his expression showing the other monks that he knew something they did not—that he, perhaps, had found an answer. “Restraint, brothers,” he finished and he left them, walking briskly down the corridor leading toward his private chambers. After a confused look at the others, Marlboro Viscenti quickly followed his old friend.

He caught up to the abbot inside the private antechamber, finding Braumin fumbling with the keys to his desk drawer—the one containing most of St. Precious’ gemstone stash.

“So you will arm the brothers,” Viscenti reasoned as his abbot slid open the all-important drawer. “But you just said—”

“No,” Braumin corrected. “I will not have the blood of innocents staining our walls.”

“But then …” Viscenti started to ask, but he stopped short as he saw the abbot take only a single stone from the desk, a gray stone.

“I will go out to them,” Abbot Braumin explained, “to Duke Tetrafel, bearing the stone of healing.”

“To what end?” a horrified Viscenti asked.

“To try,” Braumin replied. “If I go to him and try to help, perhaps they will relent their attacks upon our walls.”

He started to leave, but Viscenti jumped in front of him.

“They will not!” the nervous little man insisted. “And when you go out and try to heal Tetrafel—only to fail, likely—you will be adding more fire to De’Unnero’s dragon breath. He will claim that if God were really on your side, your attempt to heal the Duke would have been successful.”

“But he claims the wisdom of the true God, yet does not heal,” Braumin reasoned.

“But he does not claim that he can heal,” Viscenti replied without hesitation. “He says only that the plague will continue as long as the Church remains astray.”

Abbot Braumin shook his head. “I will go to Tetrafel,” he announced to Viscenti, and to Talumus and Castinagis, who had just arrived outside of his open door. “Perhaps I will fail, but I will try, at least.”

“Because you are a coward,” Viscenti said forcefully behind him. Braumin stopped short, stunned by the uncharacteristic outburst from the normally timid man. The abbot slowly and deliberately turned, but the expression he found staring at him was unyielding.

“You are,” Viscenti growled.

Braumin shook his head, his expression incredulous. He was about to go out of the abbey, after all, and confront the rosy plague. How could this man construe that to be an act of cowardice?

“You go to Duke Tetrafel, though you know it to be wrong, because you are afraid that he will send his soldiers against us, or at least that he will not stop the peasants from a full riot against us.”

“They will not get through!” Brother Castinagis declared. “Not if all the city converges at our front gates!”

“But that is the fear, do you not see?” Viscenti went on, hopping excitedly right up to Braumin. “You are afraid of the very measures you determined that we must take to defend the abbey. You would not preside over such a slaughter! No, not that!”

His sarcastic tone set Braumin even farther back on his heels.

“But when you go out and fail, they will come anyway,” Viscenti went on, “led by De’Unnero, if not the dying Tetrafel, and then we will have to fight on without your leadership. You are a coward,” Viscenti repeated, and he was trembling with every word. “You know what we must do, but you’ll not have the blood on your hands.”

Braumin glanced back curiously at Castinagis and Talumus, to find them staring at him coldly.

“And it will only be worse for us, then,” reasoned Viscenti. “For how shall we justify our refusal to come out and help them, all of them, if you have broken ranks to go to the Duke? What words shall we use against the peasant curses when you have, by your actions, told them that we who remained within the abbey are merely cowards?”

That struck Braumin to his very core, as poignant a reminder of the reasons behind Church doctrine as he had ever heard. He surprised the three onlookers then, because he started to chuckle—not a mocking laugh, but one of the purest helplessness.

“So you have shown me the error of my ways, my friend Viscenti,” Braumin remarked. “I cannot go out to them, to him.” He shook his head helplessly as Viscenti sprang forward, wrapping him in a great hug.

“But we’ll not aggressively deter our attackers,” Braumin instructed. “We shall hold them back as we must, but with limited magic only. A stunning stroke, perhaps, but not a killing one, if that can be avoided.”

Castinagis didn’t seem pleased with that, but he nodded his agreement.

Shamus Kilronney came into Caer Tinella to find the place infested with plague, but also to find, to his surprise, an aura of hope and determination about the common folk. These were not people preparing to die, Shamus Kilronney realized, but ones preparing to fight. To his continued surprise, Shamus saw that those afflicted with the plague were not being ostracized and told to leave but rather were being embraced by those seemingly unafflicted. While this generous compassion touched him, he honestly wondered if the folk of Caer Tinella had all gone crazy.

He met with Janine of the Lake, the appointed mayor of the town, soon after.

“Got it meself,” Janine explained, and she rolled up her blouse sleeve to show the telltale rosy spots, all over her arm. “Thought me time o’ living was growing short.”

“Thought?” Shamus echoed skeptically, and he instinctively recoiled from the diseased woman.

“Thought,” Janine said firmly, fixing the man with as determined a stare as he had ever seen. “Now I’m knowing better, knowing a way to fight back and to live.”

Shamus continued to match her stare, his skeptical expression hardly relenting.

Janine gave a great belly laugh. “Thought!” she said again. “But then Pony—no, she’s wanting to be called Jilseponie now—came to us and showed us the truth.”

Shamus winced, thinking, perhaps, that his old friend Jilseponie might have seen too much of the dying and the suffering, that she, like the Brothers Repentant, might have discovered some false insight into the causes of the rosy plague.

“She cured Dainsey Aucomb, she did,” Janine insisted against his unrelenting stare. “Took the plague right out o’ her.”

Shamus didn’t blink. He knew that a person could be cured of the plague with the gemstones, but he knew, too, that such cures were rare indeed. While he was glad to hear that his friend Jilseponie was still alive, he did not dare to believe that she had become all-powerful with those gemstones. No, Shamus knew of the fate of his cousin Colleen, who had died in Jilseponie’s arms.

He knew better.

“And she has cured you, as well?” he asked.

Janine gave another laugh. “She chased the plague back a bit,” she explained, “but not cured, no.”

“Then you are still sick.”

Janine nodded.

“But you just spoke of a cure,” the increasingly frustrated man blurted.

“So I did, and so Jilseponie found one,” Janine quietly and calmly explained, “but not here. No, here she can give ye a bit o’ rest from the fighting, but to get yerself truly cured ye must be walking, me friend, all the way to the Barbacan and Mount Aida, to the hand o’ the angel and the healing blood. We’re readying for just such a journey—the whole town’s going north—and the three Timberland towns’re already on the road to Aida.”

“What?” Shamus asked helplessly, shaking his head and screwing his expression up into one of pure incredulity, as if the whole thing sounded perfectly preposterous. “Where is Jilseponie?”

“Went to Landsdown to help ’em out over there and to get them ready for the road,” Janine replied.

Shamus was on the road in a few minutes, riding hard for Landsdown, the sister village of Caer Tinella, a cluster of houses but an hour away.

When he entered the town, he saw a great gathering in the central square, where a tent had been hastily erected. A line of plague victims had formed in front of it, while other people, apparently healthy, rushed about, loading wagons with supplies.

Though he certainly had no desire to go anywhere near the plague-ridden victims, Shamus suppressed his revulsion and his fear and walked along the line until he could see the front of it, where a woman, a familiar face indeed, worked on them, one by one, with a magical gemstone.

Shamus moved up beside Jilseponie, who was deep into the magic, working on a young boy, and patiently waited. A few minutes later, Jilseponie opened her eyes, and the boy smiled widely and ran off. The next sickly plague victim shuffled forward.

Jilseponie glanced to the side, and her expression brightened considerably when she saw her old friend. She held up her hand to motion the next victim to wait a moment, then stood up—with great effort, Shamus noted—and came forward to offer a friend a hug.

Shamus stiffened at the touch, and Jilseponie pulled him back to arm’s length, laughing knowingly. “You have nothing to fear from me,” she explained. “The rosy plague cannot touch me now.”

“You have become the great healer of the world?” Shamus asked with more than a hint of sarcasm.

Jilseponie shook her head. “Not I,” she explained.

Shamus looked to the line of the sick, to the boy Jilseponie had just apparently helped, who was working hard with some others loading a wagon.

“I do nothing that any brother trained with the gemstones could not do,” Jilseponie said.

“I have seen their work against the rosy plague,” Shamus corrected. “They can do little or nothing, and are so terrified that they hide themselves behind their abbey walls.”

“They have not kissed the hand,” she answered, and she took her seat, motioning for the next sufferer to come forward. She glanced up at Shamus once more, to find him wearing a perfectly incredulous expression.

“Why do you doubt?” she asked him. “Did not you yourself witness a miracle at the arm of Avelyn?”

“But not against the plague.”

“Well, I have so witnessed such a miracle against the plague,” Jilseponie answered firmly. “I brought Dainsey to Avelyn, and she was as near to death as anyone I have ever seen. There is blood on his hand—perpetually, I believe—and the taste of that blood brought life back into her body. I saw it myself, and knew that when I, too, kissed the hand, I needed no longer fear the rosy plague.”

“And so they are going, all of them?” Shamus asked.

“All of them and all the world,” Jilseponie answered.

“But how do you know?” the man pressed. “The blood? Will it continue? Will it truly heal?”

Jilseponie fixed him with a perfectly contented and confident smile. “I know,” was all that she answered, and she went back to her work, brushing her hand over the feverish forehead of the woman patiently waiting, then lifting the soul stone to her lips.

“We must talk later,” Shamus said. Jilseponie gave a slight nod, then fell into the magic of the stone.

A very shaken Shamus Kilronney walked out of the tent, straight to the tavern across the way. The place was empty, but Shamus went to the bar and poured himself a very potent drink.

Jilseponie joined him there later, looking quite exhausted but quite relaxed.

“They should all survive the journey,” she explained, “or at least, the plague will not take any of them on the road to Aida.” She turned down her eyes. “Except for one,” she admitted. “He is too thick with the plague, and even if I were to work with him all the way to Aida, which I cannot do, he could not possibly survive.”

Shamus stared at her, shaking his head. “You seem to have figured it all out,” he remarked.

“I was told,” Jilseponie corrected. “The spirit of Avelyn, through the ghost of Romeo Mullahy, showed me the truth.”

Shamus hardly seemed convinced, but Jilseponie only shrugged, too tired to argue.

“So, you can now help to heal the people?” Shamus asked. “Because you tasted the blood and are now impervious to the plague?”

Jilseponie nodded. “I can help them,” she said, accepting the glass Shamus handed her. “Some of them, at least. But so could any other brother who has kissed Avelyn’s hand. I need not fear the plague anymore, and that freedom allows me to fight it back in most people.”

“But not in those terribly afflicted,” Shamus reasoned.

Jilseponie shook her head and swallowed the drink. “For many it is too late, I fear,” she explained, “and every day I tarry, more will die.”

Shamus’ expression turned to one of horror. “You accept that responsibility?” he asked.

“If not me, then who?”

He still just stared at her.

“I will not go north with them—they leave in the morning,” she went on. “But you should go. Indeed, you must—both to help protect them and to kiss the hand yourself.” She looked deeply into Shamus’ eyes, her pleading expression reminding him of who she was and of all that they had gone through together. “Bradwarden leads the Timberland folk. Shamus should help lead the folk of these two towns.

“And Shamus should remain in the northland,” Jilseponie continued. It was clear to him that she was making up plans as she went. “To stand guard with whatever force he can muster. To keep the road to the Barbacan clear for those who must make the pilgrimage.”

Shamus Kilronney, who had traveled the long, long road to the Barbacan, scoffed at the notion. “You will need the King’s army for that!” he insisted.

“I intend to enlist the King’s army,” Jilseponie answered, her tone so strong and grim that Shamus rocked back in his chair and found, to his absolute surprise, that he did not doubt her for a second. But that only reminded him of another pressing problem.

“Palmaris,” he said gravely. “The people are rioting, and Duke Tetrafel encourages it. For he, too, has contracted the plague, and Abbot Braumin can do nothing to help him.”

Jilseponie nodded, seeming hardly surprised, and not overconcerned.

“The folk are being prodded, too, by the Brothers Repentant,” Shamus explained, “a group of wayward monks claiming that the plague is a result of the Church going astray, away from Markwart and toward Avelyn.”

Jilseponie did wince a bit at that information.

“They are led by Marcalo De’Unnero, so I have been told,” Shamus went on. He poured another strong drink, for he could see, without doubt, from her stunned expression and from the way the blood drained from her face, that she surely needed one.

Stone after stone slammed against the wall or soared over it, making those few monks on the outside parapet duck for cover.

Down in the square below, De’Unnero and his black-and-red-robed brethren ran all about, urging the rabble on.

And on they came, shouting curses, throwing stones, and hoisting makeshift ladders up against the abbey walls. Another group charged the front gates, a huge battering ram rolling along between their two lines.

“Abbot Braumin!” Castinagis cried from up front, for the abbot had bidden the monks to use all restraint. With that battering ram rolling at them, though, they had to act fast.

“Defend the abbey,” Braumin agreed, his voice a harsh whisper, and he turned and walked away.

He heard the sharp retort of a lightning stroke behind him, heard the cries of pain and of outrage, heard the continuing rain of stones, and heard, above all else, the voice of Marcalo De’Unnero, rousing the crowd to new heights of frenzy.

For hours they assaulted the abbey; for hours, the monks drove them away. Wherever a ladder went up, a brother was on the spot, pushing it away; while others launched magic crossbow bolts, even hot oil, at the would-be invaders. Dozens died at the base of St. Precious’ ancient stone wall, while scores more were wounded.

The next day, they were back again, even more of them, it seemed; and this time another force accompanied the Brothers Repentant and the angry peasants. The sound of great horns heralded the arrival of Duke Tetrafel and his soldiers, all of them outfitted for battle.

Abbot Braumin was on his way to the front wall even before the messenger came running for him. “It is the Duke,” the younger brother tried to explain as they hurried along. “He has brought an army and claims that we must surrender our abbey!”

Braumin didn’t answer, just hurried on his way, arriving at the parapet above the front gate tower beside his three closest advisers.

“Abbot Braumin!” came the cry from the herald standing at Tetrafel’s side.

“I am here,” Braumin replied, stepping forward into plain view—and well aware that many of Tetrafel’s archers had likely just trained their arrows on him.

The herald cleared his throat and unrolled a parchment. “By order of Duke Timian Tetrafel, Baron of Palmaris, you and your brethren now secluded within the abbey are declared outlaws in the city of Palmaris and are ordered to vacate St. Precious posthaste. Because Duke Tetrafel is a generous and noble man, you will not be prosecuted, as long as you depart the city this very day and promise not to return!”

Abbot Braumin stared hard at Tetrafel all through the reading, purposely keeping all emotion off his face.

“We have spoken of going to Caer Tinella to open the chapel of Avelyn,” Viscenti remarked.

Braumin turned and stared at him, but shook his head determinedly. “Duke Tetrafel!” he cried out powerfully. “You have no jurisdiction here and no power to make such demands.”

The herald started to respond, but Tetrafel, obviously still possessed of some amount of vigor, grabbed the man and pulled him back. “All the city has come out against you!” he yelled at Braumin. “How can you claim the rights of a Church when you have no followers?”

“We did not give you the plague, Duke Tetrafel,” Abbot Braumin bluntly answered.

“But you did!” came a cry from the side, from De’Unnero. He ran out before the gathering, waving his arms at the crowd. “They did! Their sacrilege has brought the vengeance of God upon us all! Unseat them and He will be contented, and the plague will lift from our lands and our homes!”

“Duke Tetrafel!” Braumin called out. “We did not give you the plague, nor have we the power to cure your sickness. But how many times have the brothers of St. Precious—”

“Out!” the Duke interrupted, leaping out of his carriage and stumbling forward. “Out, I say! Get you gone from that building and from my city!”

Abbot Braumin stared down at him; his cold expression gave the frightened and angry man all the answer that he needed.

“Then you are besieged, I say!” Duke Tetrafel declared. “If the night has passed and you have not fled the abbey and the city, then know that you leave your walls at your own great peril. Besieged! And know that our patience is not great. Your terms of surrender worsen with each passing hour!”

Braumin turned and walked away. “If they come on again, defend the abbey with all necessary force,” he told his friends. “And, please, for my own peace of mind, if the opportunity presents itself, strike Marcalo De’Unnero dead.”

Castinagis and Talumus nodded grimly at the request, but Viscenti, more familiar with De’Unnero’s reputation, blanched at the mere thought of it. He watched Braumin go back into the abbey and wondered if he had been foolish to talk his friend out of going to Duke Tetrafel’s aid, wondered if they should not take the offer and vacate Palmaris at once. All of them, every one.

Viscenti looked back to the courtyard, to see De’Unnero leading a prayer session with hundreds—no, thousands!—of folk gathering about the square, lifting their voices in response to his own. The Brothers Repentant filtered through the crowd, enlisting allies.

No, this would be no traditional siege, Viscenti knew. The outraged peasants would come at them again and then again, until St. Precious was no more than a burned-out husk of broken stone. And what would happen to the brothers? he wondered. Would they be dragged through the streets and tortured to death? Burned at the stake, perhaps, like poor Master Jojonah?

He heard the prayers and, more clearly, the words of anger, the promises that the brothers of St. Precious would pay for bringing the plague upon them.

A shudder coursed down Viscenti’s spine. He did not sleep at all that night.

“Here they come,” Brother Talumus said grimly to the monks standing at his side between the outer wall parapets a few mornings later. He knew, and so did the others, that this would be the worst assault yet. Duke Tetrafel had declared a siege, but in truth, the actual attacks against the abbey had increased daily, for the common folk, roused by De’Unnero and with many of them plague-ridden and thus short of time, had no patience for any lengthy siege.

A hail of stones led the way, followed by the ladder bearers and many with makeshift grapnels attached to long lengths of rope. A group stubbornly picked up the battering ram, which had been repelled three times already—the last time with a dozen peasants toting it slain—and started toward the main gate, cheering with each grunting stride.

Monks scrambled along the outer wall, some with gemstones, some with crossbows, some with heavy clubs or knives. They threw lightning and shot quarrels, pushed aside ladders and slashed ropes.

A hail of arrows soared in just above the wall. Several brothers dropped, some groaning, some lying very still.

“Tetrafel’s archers!” Brother Talumus cried, scrambling in a defensive crouch. “Lightning to the back! Lightning to the back!”

Abbot Braumin rose up bravely down the line, graphite in hand. He brought forth a streaking white bolt, slamming into the archer line, scattering men. He started to duck back for cover, but saw a figure he could not ignore: De’Unnero, rushing madly among the charging peasants, cheering them on to certain death.

A second bolt, much weaker in intensity, erupted from Braumin’s hand, but De’Unnero saw it coming, and with the reflexes of a cat, he skipped aside, just getting clipped on one leg.

With a yell that sounded more like a feral growl, the wild monk charged the abbey.

Braumin glanced all about, seeking the rope or ladder that De’Unnero might use, and in his distraction, he did not note that the monk’s strides resembled more the gallop of a tiger than the run of a man. Hardly missing a step, De’Unnero came to the base of the wall and leaped up, up, clearing the twenty-five-foot height, catching hold of the crenellated wall and pulling himself up with frightening agility and ease right before the stunned Braumin.

He hit the abbot with a blow that dropped him to the stone. A pair of brothers rushed De’Unnero, but he dipped, thrust one leg out and tripped one, then pushed the tumbling man off the parapet and down to the courtyard; then he rolled under the lunge of the second, catching the scrambling man on his shoulder. De’Unnero’s left hand snapped in with a sharp blow to the monk’s throat and then, with hardly an effort, he flung the man right over the wall.

The unfortunate monk was still alive when he hit the ground outside the abbey. The peasants fell over him like a flock of ravenous carrion birds.

A third brother approached De’Unnero, loaded crossbow out before him.

De’Unnero locked his gaze, studied his eyes, and anticipated every movement, and even as the man squeezed the trigger, the powerful tiger legs twitched, launching De’Unnero skyward. The bolt crossed harmlessly beneath him.

De’Unnero came down, exploding into a charge that had the crossbowman helpless. He hit the man repeatedly, his fists smashing bone, and this monk was dead before he ever went over the wall.

Still more monks charged the savage warrior, heedless of their doom, thinking only to protect their fallen abbot. De’Unnero went for Braumin and rolled him over as he raised his fist for the killing blow, wanting Braumin to see it coming.

A lightning bolt hit the weretiger in midchest, sending him rolling over the wall. He landed lightly—miraculously to the stunned peasants!—and shook away the stinging pain.

He could not go right back up, for many monks had then converged on the area, many of them with crossbows and all of them aiming his way.

De’Unnero quickly melted back into the crowd.

Despite that setback, the rabble came on furiously, scaling the walls, pounding at the doors. The brothers responded with everything they possessed, but their magic was fast weakening and their numbers, though they took care to stay protected, continued to dwindle under the rain of arrows from Tetrafel’s archers.

Abbot Braumin, dazed from the punch and bleeding from the nose—but refusing any help from a brother with a soul stone—looked around at the confusion, at the sheer mass of people coming at the abbey, at Tetrafel’s deadly archers raining death from the back of the square, and he knew.

St. Precious would fall this day, and he and all of his brethren would be executed.

She heard the too-familiar sound of battle as she approached the northern wall of Palmaris, the cries of rage and of pain, the slash of steel, the thunder of magical lightning and a deeper, resonating sound: a battering ram thumping against a heavy gate.

Jilseponie urged Symphony into a faster trot, trying to get a bearing on it all. She noted that no soldiers manned the wall, that the gates were closed but apparently unguarded.

“Open!” she cried, now urging Symphony into a canter. “Open for Jilseponie!”

No response.

She knew then that it was St. Precious under attack, and the absence of city soldiers made it apparent to her that Shamus’ warning about Duke Tetrafel was on the mark.

“Come in with care, as you may,” she said to Dainsey, who rode Greystone beside her. Jilseponie slowed Symphony just enough so that she could fumble within her gemstone pouch, pulling forth several stones, and then she sent her thoughts to him, straight on, asking him for a full and flying gallop.

And flying it was indeed, for as they approached—the horse not slowing at all but taking confidence in his rider—Jilseponie activated the malachite. Squeezing her legs and urging Symphony into a great leap, they went up, up, lifting nearly weightlessly into the air, their great momentum keeping them flying forward, rather than merely levitating.

Over the wall they went, but Jilseponie didn’t then relinquish the magic. Her thoughts, her energy, flowed into the stone powerfully, keeping them aloft. She liked the vantage point, and the image she might bring this way to the battlefield.

But how to steer? And how to maintain speed if Symphony’s strong legs couldn’t contact the ground?

Another thought—Avelyn-inspired, she knew—came to her, and she reached into her pouch and took out another stone, a lodestone. Jilseponie fell into this one, as well, looking out across the city, to the raging battle she could now see over at St. Precious abbey. She focused on the abbey, on the great bell hanging in the central tower. She felt the metal distinctly through the stone, and while ordinarily she would have gathered that attraction into the lodestone, building energy until she could let it fly as a super-speeding missile, this time she used the attraction to bring the stone and the bell together; and as she was holding the stone, and she and her mount were nearly weightless, they flew off toward the tower.

Jilseponie saw the insanity clearly, and the image nearly had her turning herself right around and running off to the sanctuary of the northland. A wild mob seethed about the base of the abbey walls. Up on the parapets, men were being hurled to their deaths, brothers pulled down and torn apart, lightning bolts and arrows and crossbow quarrels killing in numbers that would humble the total felled by the rosy plague!

She brought up a third stone then, her energies not diminishing in the least as the rage rose within her. She was fully into the magic—levitating, magnetically “flying”—and now both she and her great horse were limned in a bluish white glow, a serpentine fire shield.

Over the battleground she soared, reversing the lodestone energy to break her momentum to slow her, even to angle her out above the main square and the bulk of the fighting. Some heads turned up to regard her, but most, too engaged in the battle, didn’t notice.

But then everyone noticed indeed! For Jilseponie brought forth the powers of the ruby: a tremendous, concussive fireball that rocked the ground beneath their feet, that shook the walls of St. Precious more violently than the battering ram ever could. Then she loosed a tremendous lightning strike, angling it for the bell tower, the great gong immediately following the thunderous report.

Duke Tetrafel’s archers turned their bows toward her, but not one had the heart and courage to fire. On the abbey walls, the brothers of St. Precious stared in awe, knowing, as each came to recognize the rider, that their salvation was upon them.

Down went Jilseponie and Symphony, onto the square, the horse neighing and stomping the ground.

“What idiocy is this?” Jilseponie demanded, and the battlefield had gone so quiet that she was heard in every corner. “Is not the rosy plague a great enough enemy without us murdering each other? What fools are you who diminish yourselves to the level of powries and goblins?”

Men about the square shied away from her, some ducking, some falling to their knees in fear.

“They are to blame!” one of the Brothers Repentant cried.

“Silence!” Jilseponie roared, and she lifted her handful of gemstones in the man’s direction and he scrambled away.

But another brother did not similarly run, but rather came forward deliberately, slowly pulling back his hood, his intense gaze locked upon her. “They are to blame,” he said with perfect calm.

Jilseponie had to fight hard to maintain her seat in that moment of recognition, of painful memories and the purest hatred. For she knew him, indeed she did. Despite the long hair and the beard, she recognized Marcalo De’Unnero as clearly as if they had both suddenly been transported back to that fateful day in Chasewind Manor.

“They follow a demonic course,” De’Unnero added, still approaching.

“They follow Avelyn,” Jilseponie replied.

The man smiled and shrugged, as if she had just agreed with him.

Jilseponie growled and pulled her gaze from the man. “Hear me, all of you!” she cried. “Avelyn was your savior in the time of Bestesbulzibar, and so he is again!”

“Avelyn brought the plague,” the leader of the Brothers Repentant, the self-proclaimed Brother Truth, declared.

Various shouts, of hope and of denial, came at her; but Jilseponie hardly heard them, as De’Unnero continued to approach. She understood then that she would not reach them with any effect as long as this figurehead stood before them, denying her every claim.

And at that moment, Jilseponie hardly cared. Suddenly, at that moment, the scene about her mattered not at all. Not the fighting, not even the suffering. No, all that mattered to Jilseponie at that moment was this figure coming toward her, this murderous monster who had begun the ultimate downfall of her dear Elbryan. She swung down from Symphony, dropping all but one of her gemstones back into her pouch, and in the same movement, drew Defender.

De’Unnero continued to smile, but slowed his approach. “Avelyn is a lie,” he said.

“Says Marcalo De’Unnero, former bishop of Palmaris,” Jilseponie returned. Many in the crowd gasped, telling her that she had guessed correctly: not many in attendance knew the true identity of the man.

“The same Marcalo De’Unnero who murdered Baron Rochefort Bildeborough, and his nephew, Connor,” Pony declared. This time, the gasps were even louder.

“Lies, all!” Brother Truth cried, holding his outward calm. “Baron Bildeborough was killed by a great cat, so say the witnesses and all those who investigated his death.”

“A creature that can be replicated through use of the gemstones.”

“No!” De’Unnero yelled back before that thought could gain any momentum. “The gemstone may replicate but a limb of the cat, perhaps two if the wielder is strong enough. But that is not the tale told by the scene of Baron Bildeborough’s death, and so your claim is the preposterous lie of a desperate fool!”

Pony looked around at the crowd, the uncertain and very afraid peasants. She could not begin any trial here, she realized, could not possibly slow all this down enough to turn the tide against De’Unnero.

“Let them decide their course later,” she said to the man. “Let us finish our private business here and now.” And she waved Defender before her, a motion for the dangerous monk to be on his guard.

With a laugh most sinister, De’Unnero shrugged off his robes and fell into a fighting stance, circling, circling to Pony’s left.

“Do not!” Jilseponie heard Abbot Braumin cry from behind. “You do not know the power of—” She held up her hand to silence the man; nothing would deter her from this fight. Not now. This was the man who had wounded Elbryan, who had, in fact, brought about his death in his subsequent battle with Markwart. This was the man who had brought the crowd against St. Precious, without doubt, the symbol of all that Jilseponie despised. This was the man, and no doubt, Jilseponie meant to wage this fight.

Quicker than she could believe, De’Unnero leaped forward, his left arm going under Defender, then coming up and out to keep the sword wide, while his other hand came straight in, a heavy punch aimed for Jilseponie’s face. She thought that he would measure her, would take some feinting strides and punches, and so she was caught somewhat off guard, and had to skitter back defensively, taking a clip on the face as he followed the punch through to the end.

The fight would have been over, then and there, for De’Unnero continued ahead, launching another right, then a straight left, then another right.

But Jilseponie knew bi’nelle dasada, had mastered much of the dance—particularly the straightforward charge-and-retreat routines—perfectly, and she managed to elude the charging monk long enough to get her sword in line and force him back.

Now she came forward, a sudden charge and thrust; but De’Unnero, so agile—too agile!—leaped into a sidelong roll that forced Jilseponie to turn. By the time she had, he had already come inside her sword reach, and she had to skitter into another desperate retreat.

Only for a moment, though, for she slid down to one knee, under a wild right hook, disengaging Defender from the blocking arm, then slashed the sword across.

Up went De’Unnero, tucking his legs. Jilseponie stopped and pulled the sword in, then thrust straight out, and De’Unnero had to throw his hips to the side to dodge.

He rolled right about that pivot, lifting one leg high, then stomping down; Pony threw her free arm out to block—and then fell back, tucking the bruised limb in against her side.

She didn’t let the pain deter her and retreated only a couple of steps before reversing and thrusting, charging ahead several fast strides, angled to keep up with De’Unnero, and thrusting again. Then it was the monk’s turn to clutch a wounded limb, a torn forearm.

But if Jilseponie thought that she had any advantage, then she didn’t understand the fiber of Marcalo De’Unnero. With a feral growl, he came on, his hands working a blur of circles in the air before him—a blur that Jilseponie didn’t dare thrust her sword into, for if she missed any mark, he would certainly disarm her or at least deflect Defender out too far to the side. On he came, hands working a defensive frenzy and every so often launching a straight jab; legs working furiously, keeping perfect balance, and every so often launching a kick for her face.

And Jilseponie was backing, backing, trying to sort out the blur, trying to find some opening. She called to Elbryan then, to guide her.

But he was not there or could not answer. It was only herself against this man, this monster, and she understood clearly at that moment that she was badly overmatched. How she wished she hadn’t so depleted her magical energies! How she wished she could activate serpentine and ruby and burn the skin from De’Unnero’s bones!

Out came a jab, and she had to slash Defender to turn the punch away, and only then did Jilseponie realize that she had been duped.

Down went De’Unnero, throwing his leg out wide, sweeping it forward, catching the retreating woman on the ankle and tripping her.

She fell with enough balance to prevent any real injury, but again, the monk leaped ahead too quickly and stood towering over her.

She couldn’t get Defender in line this time. She noted then that the man’s arm had become that of a great tiger.

For Marcalo De’Unnero, this was the moment of complete triumph, of full circle. Jilseponie would die, there and then, and all threat that the followers of Avelyn would somehow push back his brethren would die with her.

For he was the victor, he was the one who would stand among the masses, sending them with renewed fury against the diminishing defenses of St. Precious Abbey.

He had sensed that, had sensed the kill, even as his foot connected with her ankle, sending her tumbling to the cobblestones. He had smelled her blood, had felt the tiger awakening within him. The woman was good—very good—and he knew that he would get only one strike in before she managed to come back on the defensive. But he had the great beast within him; his paw carried lethal claws.

He would need only one strike.

He started his swipe, her neck open to him. She could not possibly bring her sword in line, could not begin to roll out of death’s way.

But she opened her other hand and a missile fired out, a small gemstone homing in on the metal in the one piece of jewelry Brother Truth wore: an earring dangling the evergreen symbol of the Abellican Church.

The magic stone drove up against the side of De’Unnero’s head, tearing away his ear. His attack became a shriek as he brought his arm in reflexively to grab at the wound.

Jilseponie rolled back, setting her feet under her and coming up; and De’Unnero, too, retreated, howling with pain and outrage.

“Deceiver!” he cried.

“Tell me when I claimed to fight you fairly,” she spat back.

“Deceiver!” he cried again.

“I did not use magic until you did!” Jilseponie yelled back. She came forward with a thrust, and De’Unnero leaped aside.

It churned in him, boiling, boiling, the primal rage, the primal beast. His head burned with pain; his brain swirled with red rage. He had won! He had victory right in his grasp, his clawed, tiger’s grasp!

He hardly felt the transformation, the crackling and reshaping of bone, the beast overwhelming his control. He knew that he should not, must not, allow this! Not out here, in front of all the folk, not so soon after Jilseponie had just declared him the murderer of Baron Bildeborough!

But he couldn’t stop it, not with the blur of pain, the red wall of outrage.

His senses heightened; he saw Jilseponie, her horse behind her, rearing and neighing.

He heard them, all of them, gasping, and then crying out against him.

Desperation had given her the strength to launch the lodestone, but only luck had brought it into such a sensitive area as his ear. She produced another stone now, a graphite, but Jilseponie knew that the thunderbolt she brought forth from it would be of little real effect. Her magical energies were now depleted to the point where she doubted that her bolt would even slow the charge of this terrifying, tremendous cat.

She would have to use Defender alone to stop him; and when she considered the sword, magnificent as it was, Jilseponie realized that she was in dire trouble.

But De’Unnero didn’t charge; and suddenly, she realized that their personal battle had come to an abrupt end. Tetrafel’s archers had their bows low and level but not aiming at her; the cries from the peasants all about her did not call for her death.

No, De’Unnero had revealed the truth of himself to the folk of Palmaris, had shown them that he had been the murderer of their beloved Baron Bildeborough.

They knew now the truth of Brother Truth.

The great cat sprang—not at Jilseponie, but by her, breaking into a sprint. A volley of arrows followed, some hitting the mark; but on De’Unnero ran, away he leaped, clearing the dodging and ducking peasants, breaking for the city’s outer wall with a host of arrows, of crossbow bolts from St. Precious, of charging horsemen, right behind.

Jilseponie stood calm through the storm, held her ground, and turned her attention away from the fleeing tiger toward the more important adversary.

Duke Tetrafel was there, staring back at her from the window of his decorated coach.

Pain and rage, primal hunger and blind hatred all swirled in his mind, along with abject despair at the deep-buried but deep-seated realization that he had failed. He had gone from victory to complete defeat in the blink of an eye, and now he was revealed and banished forevermore.

He charged for the wall, hearing the pursuit, feeling the pain of a dozen stinging arrows that had burrowed under his black-striped orange coat. Fear and rage alone kept him moving, running, running, for the northern gate.

He saw a woman on a familiar horse, but he couldn’t stop to tear out her throat, to feast upon her warm blood. He had to get to the gate—and through the gate.

No, the great cat realized, and he quickly turned down a side alley. Not to the gate. The horsemen could follow him through the gate, and he was fast tiring. He was a predator, built for short bursts of speed, and he was sorely wounded, but those horses could run and run.

He headed for the wall again, but not near any gate. The pursuit closed, closed, but De’Unnero used his last remaining strength to get to the base of the wall and to leap high and far.

Another arrow caught him in midflight.

He landed heavily on the field outside, slumping to the ground, but then pulling himself back up and dragging his punctured body away into hiding.

He felt the darkness closing all about him, could hear the rasp of death and feel the cold and merciless hand closing in.


Chapter 40
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Cynicism Laid Bare

THEY STOOD IN THE SQUARE, WATCHING THE SOLDIERS GALLOPING IN PURSUIT OF the fleeing monster.

Jilseponie didn’t follow. She just stood there, beside Symphony, open and exposed and vulnerable, out of magic and exhausted. She looked across the way to the remaining Brothers Repentant and the hordes they held back, to the line of soldiers still sitting ominously on their chargers, to Duke Tetrafel, staring at her from the window of his coach, his expression indecipherable.

Slowly, she dared to glance back at St. Precious, to see the monks holding stoic vigil, some with gemstones, some with crossbows, some flanking a great black kettle steaming with hot oil. There stood her friend Braumin Herde staring back at her with a mixture of respect and love, gratitude and fear.

For she was out there, in the calm valley between two great waves; and those waves, despite what she had just done, despite that she had shown the folk of Palmaris the truth of Marcalo De’Unnero, seemed destined to crash together one more time.

By the time Jilseponie looked back across the way, Duke Tetrafel had stepped out of his carriage. She could see the slump of his shoulders, the dark blue under his eyes. Yes, he had the plague; she could smell it thick about him even this far away.

“The brothers of St. Precious did not cause this,” Jilseponie said loudly, sweeping her gaze quickly about all the crowd, but then quickly refocusing it on Tetrafel. “The plague is not the work of men, nor is it the scourge of an angry God.”

“So you claim!” shouted one of the Brothers Repentant from the side. “So you must, for you have led the way against God!” He came forward as he spoke, prodding his finger at Jilseponie. Her responding look was one of perfect calm and confidence, and perfectly cold; and the man, who had just seen his adored leader beaten away by this dangerous woman, gradually calmed and slowed.

“They are innocent,” Jilseponie said to Tetrafel when the threat of the irate brother had passed.

“They hide while the people suffer and die!” the Duke came back.

“As did you, until you learned that the plague was within your own body,” she replied. “I do not judge you, Duke,” she quickly added, seeing the soldiers all about him bristle at the accusation. “Nor can I, can any of us, judge all the folk who so hide from the plague—monk or soldier, brother or even father—who out of fear for the rest of his family must put a victim out of his house.”

“But you never hid from it!” came one cry from the crowd; and Jilseponie recognized the speaker as one of the attendants at the house where Colleen had died.

“But that was my choice to make,” Jilseponie quickly answered, before any negative comparisons could be drawn concerning the brothers of St. Precious. “As it was yours, Duke Tetrafel.”

The clump of hooves to the side alerted Pony that Dainsey Aucomb and Greystone had at last arrived at the square.

“But take heart!” Jilseponie cried. “For our salvation is upon us, and there is the proof!” She pointed at Dainsey as she finished, then looked back to the crowd to see a great mixture of expressions, and many of them verging on uncontrollable excitement.

“Duke Tetrafel, will you come with me inside the abbey, to meet with Abbot Braumin, that I might explain my revelations to you?”

The sick man stared at her hard.

“A trick!” cried another of the troublesome Brothers Repentant. “A deception to take the heart from our fight!”

Jilseponie didn’t even glance the man’s way. “You have the plague and will die,” she said bluntly to the Duke. “I cannot help you, nor can the brothers within the abbey. But there is an answer, a cure for your sickness, and I know how to reach it.”

“Then tell us!” came a cry from the crowd, a plea echoed many times over.

Jilseponie held up her hand. “It will take all of us to do this thing,” she shouted back. “It will only work if Duke Tetrafel agrees.” And she settled her gaze upon him again as she finished, putting the weight of a thousand desperate prayers squarely on his sickly shoulders. “Will you come in with me?” she asked again. “On my word, you’ll not be harmed nor detained.”

“Your word?” Duke Tetrafel echoed skeptically, glancing past her to the brothers of the abbey.

“Mine as well,” said Abbot Braumin.

The monks about him shifted nervously, staring at him with disbelief. Jilseponie could not enter the abbey, by his own words, unless she submitted to thorough inspection to ensure that she was not afflicted, and Duke Tetrafel, of course, could not be admitted at all, for he was obviously ill with plague.

“We will meet at the gate,” the abbot clarified, “on opposite sides of a tussie-mussie bed we will lay out within the tower antechamber.”

“A hero to the end,” Duke Tetrafel muttered, loudly enough for Jilseponie to hear, but in truth, that arrangement seemed perfectly suited to her needs.

“All of you stay back,” Tetrafel said to his soldiers and to the common people. He sucked in his breath and strode forward, then walked with Jilseponie and Dainsey to St. Precious’ front gates. It was some time before the monks had the flowers in place within the gatehouse, but soon after, the doors swung open.

Abbot Braumin and his advisers, Viscenti, Talumus, and Castinagis, stood across the flower bed from the trio.

Now it was Jilseponie’s turn to take a deep breath. This was her moment, a critical one for the fate of all the world.

She told them the story, all of it, of Dainsey and Roger, of her trip to the Barbacan with Bradwarden and Dainsey, of the ghost of Romeo Mullahy—which made Master Viscenti gasp fearfully—and of the second miracle of Aida.

“I, too, have kissed the hand of Avelyn,” Jilseponie finished. “Thus, the rosy plague cannot touch me.”

The expressions coming back at her from across the tussie-mussie bed ranged from joyful Master Viscenti, hopeful Brother Talumus, skeptical Brother Castinagis, and, even worse than that, something beyond skeptical, sympathetic Abbot Braumin. Beside Jilseponie, Tetrafel was more animated, was grabbing at the hope she had just offered to him.

“Then you are my angel,” he said, taking Jilseponie’s hand in his own. “You will take this wretched disease from my body!”

Jilseponie turned to him, trying to find the words to explain to him that, while there was indeed an answer, a true hope, she was not the source of his, or anyone else’s, cure.

“The plague is not always fatal,” Abbot Braumin interrupted. Jilseponie and Tetrafel both turned to regard him, for the manner in which he had spoken those words showed that he believed Jilseponie’s “revelation” to be nothing so spectacular. “People have been cured, though it is rare,” the abbot went on.

“Then why do you hide behind your walls?” Duke Tetrafel demanded.

“One in twenty, so say the old songs,” the abbot calmly replied. “One in twenty might be helped, but one in seven will afflict the helping brother. We hide because those numbers, learned through bitter experience, demand that we hide.”

Tetrafel trembled and seemed on the verge of an explosion.

“This is different,” Jilseponie put in. “Dainsey was not helped by me—indeed, I tried and was repulsed, again and again.”

“Perhaps you had more success than you believed,” suggested Braumin.

Jilseponie was shaking her head before he ever finished the words. “I had no effect, and was, in fact, afflicted by my efforts. Yet the plague is not within me any longer and cannot enter this, my body purified by the blood of Avelyn. It is real, Ab—Braumin. It is real and it is up there, at the Barbacan, the cure for the plague for those who can make the journey, the armor that can turn it aside without fail.”

Now it was Braumin’s turn to shake his head, but that only made Jilseponie press on more forcefully.

“You doubt, as many doubted your own tale of a miracle at Mount Aida,” she reminded him. “I speak of ghosts and of blood on a hand long petrified. I speak of a miraculous recovery by a woman who had already begun her journey into Death’s dark realm. And so it is difficult for you to dare to hope.” She paused and stared at the abbot intently, even came forward onto the tussie-mussie bed. “You know me, Braumin Herde. You know who I am and what I have done. You know of my attributes and of my failings. False hope has never been among those failings.”

“The bell! The bell!” came a cry, echoing along the corridors and the ramparts. “The bell!” the excited young brother cried again, scrambling down beside the abbot and the other leaders of the abbey. “My abbot, the bell!” he stammered, pointing back toward the abbey’s central bell tower. The man hardly seemed able to stand, so overwhelmed was he.

“What is it, Brother Dissin?” Braumin demanded, putting his hands on the man’s shoulders, trying to hold him steady.

“The bell!” he cried again, tears flowing down his cheeks. “You must see it!”

Even as he finished, more cries came from the back of the abbey, shouts of “A sign!” and “A miracle!”

Castinagis, Talumus, and Viscenti started off that way. Braumin turned to regard Jilseponie and saw that she and her two companions were boldly crossing the flower bed. He started to motion for them to stop but found that he could not—found, to his surprise, that he had come to believe that something extraordinary was indeed happening here, something that he could not and should not deny.

Together they ran into the abbey, up the stone stairs, along a corridor, down another and up another set of stairs, and into the bell tower. They had to push past many brothers—monks who were so overwhelmed that they hardly seemed to notice that Duke Tetrafel, a man infected with the rosy plague, was crowding among them.

Up the winding stairs, they climbed and climbed, coming at last to the highest landing, in plain view of the great bell of St. Precious, the bell Jilseponie had struck with a lightning bolt to herald her arrival in Palmaris.

And there, scorched into the side of the old metal, was an unmistakable image: an upraised arm clenching a sword at midblade.

Braumin’s jaw fell open. He turned back to the woman. “How did you …” he started to ask, but the question fell away, for it was quite obvious that Jilseponie was every bit as stunned and confused as he.

He was tired and he was dirty, and he knew that if he wasn’t already afflicted with plague, then he soon would be. But Brother Holan Dellman would not surrender his work, not with so many people dying about the grounds of St. Belfour Abbey.

Nor would Abbot Haney, nor any of the other brothers who had chosen to remain within the structure after the decision had been made to open wide the gates. Three of those brothers had died, and horribly, of plague contracted through their futile healing efforts, and not a single person had been healed, though many lives had been extended somewhat by the heroic efforts.

Even that grim reality had not deterred Haney, Dellman, and the others from the course they knew they must pursue. Nor was Prince Midalis, ever a friend of the common folk, hiding away in his small palace in the complex at Pireth Vanguard. For he, like the monks, could not suffer the cries of the dying.

Midalis had not taken ill yet, but Liam was showing the beginnings of the plague.

Holan Dellman headed for his darkened room, wanting nothing more than to fall down into unconsciousness. He had heard the news of Liam’s illness that same morning, soon after he had begun his work with the sick at St. Belfour, and that news, more than his efforts with the sick, had taken the strength from him. How he wanted to go to the man and comfort him! How he wanted to focus all his healing energies on that one man, now, early on, before the plague had taken solid hold of him!

But Dellman could not do that, could not place the fate of his dear friend above that of the others. That was not the way of his faith or of his God; and as much as he had come to love Liam O’Blythe during his time in Vanguard, Holan Dellman loved his God above all else.

But that didn’t stop his very human misery at the news.

He collapsed onto his small cot, buried his face into the blankets, and tried to block out all the world.

And then he sensed her, and, with a start, he jerked about and he saw her.

Jilseponie, standing in his room, looking back at him.

Holan Dellman bolted upright. “How did you get here?” he asked. “Did the ship—”

Dellman stopped, suddenly realizing that this was not Jilseponie physically before him, was something less substantial. He gasped, trying to find his breath, and retreated across the cot, eyes wide, his head shaking, his body trembling.

“We have found the answer, Brother Dellman,” Jilseponie said to him, in a voice half audible and half telepathic.

Holan Dellman understood spirit-walking, of course, but he had never seen anything this extreme. His first thought was that Jilseponie had died and that her ghost had come to him. But now he realized that this was spirit-walking taken to a level that he had never before seen.

“Brother Dellman!” she said to him, more insistently, and he understood that she was trying to steady him, that her time, perhaps, was not long here in Vanguard.

“Where are you?” he asked.

“In St. Precious,” she answered. Her voice seemed weaker suddenly, and her answer was more a feeling than words, an image of a place that Holan Dellman knew well. So, too, came her next communication—an image of a flat-topped mountain, of a mummified arm protruding from the stone.

“Go there, all the sick and all the well,” Jilseponie said. “Go and be healed.”

Jilseponie’s spirit image vanished.

Brother Dellman sat there, gasping, for a long while. Then, no longer exhausted, he ran out to find Abbot Haney.

“They all must go,” Jilseponie said to Tetrafel and Braumin when they met later that day in St. Precious Abbey. “The ill and the healthy, in coordinated fashion and with your soldiers to protect them.”

Duke Tetrafel, only then beginning to digest the overwhelming logistics of the proposition, hesitated. “I will send some soldiers,” he agreed.

“All of them!” Jilseponie argued, her tone showing no room for debate. “Every man and woman. And you must send word to Ursal, telling King Danube to open the roads to the north, to call out the entirety of his army to wage this war as completely as he would if the goblins had returned.

“And you, Abbot Braumin, must send all of your brothers, as quickly as possible, using all the magic available to you, to the Barbacan,” she continued. “Once you have tasted the blood of Avelyn, then you, too, might begin to aid those making the journey to Aida without fear of becoming ill.”

“But you cannot cure me,” Duke Tetrafel argued, “by your own words.”

“But I can help to battle the plague, to push it back long enough so that, perhaps, you will survive the journey to the mountaintop, and there be healed.”

“You are so certain of all of this?” Braumin asked somberly; and Jilseponie nodded, her expression serious and grim.

“We must have soldiers and monks lining the road, all the way from Palmaris to the Barbacan,” she explained, “supply camps, with food and with bolstering healing, with fresh horses, and with soldiers to guide the newest group of pilgrims to the next site.”

“Do you understand the difficulties?” Duke Tetrafel asked skeptically.

“Do you understand the implications if we fail in this?” Jilseponie shot back, and that surely silenced the skeptical, plague-infected man.

“You went to Dellman?” Braumin Herde asked.

Jilseponie nodded. “Vanguard is alerted. For now, they must determine their course.”

“And you will similarly go to the Father Abbot at St.-Mere-Abelle?” Braumin asked.

Jilseponie thought on that for a few moments, then shook her head. “I will go in body to St.-Mere-Abelle, along with Dainsey. I will face them directly.”

Braumin, too, paused and mulled it over, then nodded his agreement. “They will not be easily convinced,” he said, remembering his previous meeting with Glendenhook and understanding well the doubting, cynical nature of powerful Fio Bou-raiy.

“We need them,” Jilseponie said. “All of them. All of the brothers of your Church. They must go to Aida and protect themselves, then work tirelessly to aid those who will follow them to that holy place.”

“Palmaris first,” Duke Tetrafel demanded.

Jilseponie nodded. “Let our work begin, now, out in the square.”

And so it did, with Jilseponie working with the soul stone, bolstering those sick plague victims who would head out that very day, while the soldiers and the other healthy pilgrims began readying the many horses and wagons.

While Braumin and the others, on Jilseponie’s own orders, could not offer direct aid to the plague sufferers, they did work with soul stones, leeching their own strength into Jilseponie, bolstering her efforts.

She worked all the day and all the night. Several, she found, were beyond her help, were simply too thick with plague for her to offer any real relief. They would not make the journey, could not hope to survive the road, even if she went along with them, working on them all the way. She did not turn them away, though, and tried to enact some measure of relief, at least, upon them.

That very night, magically and physically exhausted but knowing that every minute she delayed likely meant the death of another unfortunate victim, Jilseponie and Dainsey Aucomb set out from Palmaris. Instead of taking the normal, slow ferry across the Masur Delaval, the pair were whisked across the great river by Captain Al’u’met on his Saudi Jacintha.

Also that very same night, Abbot Braumin and every brother of St. Precious began their swift pilgrimage to the north, using gemstones to lighten the burden on their horses, using gemstones to illuminate the trail before them and to scout the area spiritually, using gemstones to leach the strength from nearby animals, as some of them had learned on their first trip to the Barbacan.

They meant to get there as quickly as possible and return, stretching their line along the road to offer aid to the pilgrims.

Braumin Herde remained doubtful, though he trusted Jilseponie implicitly, and marked well the seemingly miraculous image burned into the bell at St. Precious. But too much was at stake here for the gentle monk. He could not allow his hopes to soar so high, only to learn that Jilseponie had erred, that there was no miracle to be found or that it had been a onetime occurrence, a blessing for Dainsey Aucomb.

What would happen in that instance? The abbot had to worry. What might the peasants or the Duke and his soldiers do if they discovered that they had traveled all the way to the Barbacan, no doubt with many dying along the road, chasing a false hope?

He shuddered at the thought but reminded himself of the character of the messenger. When he had last seen Jilseponie before her return to St. Precious, he had given her an assortment of gemstones and had prayed that she would again prove the light against the darkness. Now she had returned to him with just that claim, and his own doubts of her had laid his cynicism bare before him.

What friend was he if he did not believe her?

What holy man was he if he could not see past his earthly cynicism and dare to believe in miracles?


Chapter 41
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Despite Herself

“WE CUTS ’EM, AND THAT HORSIE-MAN LEADING THEM WON’TS HELP ’EM!” KRISKSHNUCK, the little goblin, said with a toothy sneer. “Cuts ’em and eats ’em!”

His companions bobbed their heads eagerly, for down on the trail, in clear sight of them, came the line of folk from Dundalis and the other Timberland towns—the first pilgrim group that had set out for the Barbacan.

For the goblins who had swarmed back into the area just south of the mountainous ring, this seemed like an easy kill. The goblins knew this rugged land, where the humans did not. They’d hit the fools on the road, and repeatedly, whittling at their numbers and their resolve, setting them up for the final, overwhelming assault.

And as more and more goblins joined in, their numbers now swelling to over three hundred, it did indeed seem as if that assault would be overwhelming.

Kriskshnuck couldn’t keep all of the eager drool in his mouth as he and his companions scrambled down from the ridge, excited to give their reports to their waiting kin. Halfway down the rocky outcropping, though, one of those other goblins cried out in pain.

“Ow!” the wretched little creature yelped. “A bee stinged me.” And then, “Ow! Ow!” over and over, and when Kriskshnuck looked back, he saw his companion swatting futilely at the air, waving and jerking spasmodically, before giving one final howl and falling over onto the stone.

Before Kriskshnuck could begin to ask, another of his companions began a similar dancing routine, and then the third of the group.

Kriskshnuck was smart, as goblins go, and so he asked no further questions but just turned and sprinted and scrambled to get out of the area. He got over one ridge, across the flat top of a huge boulder, then down a short cliff face. He turned and started to run, with only twenty feet of open ground separating him from the relative safety of a tree copse.

He felt the first burning sting on his thigh, and looked down to see a small shaft protruding from the muscle. He limped on and got hit again, on the hip, and again after that, in the belly.

Doubled over, clutching his belly with one hand, his thigh with the other, Kriskshnuck scrambled on.

“The trees,” he said hopefully, thinking his salvation was at hand. But then he saw them—small forms sitting among the boughs of the closest trees, leveling bows his way.

A volley of small arrows blasted the goblin to the ground.

King Danube stared down at the parchment in disbelief. It had been penned by a trader whose ship had put into Ursal’s port that morning, a message that had been shouted down the Masur Delaval, ship to ship, in advance of a formal ducal declaration.

Danube looked up at his advisers, Constance and Kalas, both of whom had seen the parchment before bringing it to him; and their grim expressions accurately reflected one half of the emotions battling within him.

“This could be our salvation,” he reminded them.

“Tetrafel is plague ridden and willing to chase any hope,” Duke Kalas argued.

“The false hope,” Constance was quick to put in. She winced as she considered her own sharp tone, a reflection, perhaps, of her petty fears that Jilseponie had once more come to save the world.

“Can we be so certain?” the King asked. “And we are still days away from the official ducal declaration, dispatched under Tetrafel’s own hand.”

“Many advance writs prove inaccurate,” Kalas reminded him, his tone making it fairly obvious that he was hoping that to be so in this case, as well.

But Danube didn’t think so, and he shook his head slowly. “Too important,” he remarked.

“Many of the callers are likely as desperate as poor Timian,” Constance argued. “Plague ridden themselves or a member of their family, perhaps.”

King Danube looked down at the writ again, reading it slowly. Duke Tetrafel was on his way to the Barbacan, it said, along with the entire garrison at his disposal, and most of the folk of Palmaris. How could even desperate callers confuse an event on a scale such as that?

“The particulars might be confused, but the general message of the writ will likely prove accurate,” King Danube decided.

“You believe that Timian Tetrafel would be fool enough to turn over his garrison to Jilseponie Wyndon?” Kalas asked incredulously.

“If she has found the answer, then he would likely see that as an obvious course.”

Constance snorted and turned away.

“Let us make our plans on the assumption that the particulars of this writ are correct,” Danube offered.

“That a cure has been found?” Duke Kalas asked, shaking his head with every word. “Are we to tell that to the desperate thousands in Ursal? What riots might we cause, and what of the cost to the Throne if we are proven wrong?”

“Not that far,” King Danube corrected. “We will await Timian’s official writ before deciding upon any such course as that. But let us assume that the lesser particulars, the desertion of Palmaris by soldier and citizen alike, are indeed accurate. What, then, must we do?”

Kalas’ breathing came in hard rasps, and Constance continued to stare across the room, shaking her head. If those particulars were true, then the implications to Danube could be grave indeed. If Timian Tetrafel had turned the garrison of Palmaris over to Jilseponie, or had sent them out in accordance with Jilseponie’s words, then this event could prove politically disastrous for an inactive King Danube. But if Danube fell in with his often unpredictable Duke, and turned his army and his citizenry into the hands of the woman, and her apparent “cure” proved invalid, then the disaster would be multiplied tenfold.

“We could send a small force—Duke Bretherford’s sailors, perhaps—sailing north to investigate,” Kalas offered.

“And by the time they can return to us, the season will be past, and the roads north closed,” King Danube argued. “And the winter will claim many lives that otherwise might have been saved.”

Constance turned on her heel. “It sounds as if you have already thrown your faith in with the woman,” she said sharply, and she and Danube stared at each other long and hard.

“We are all desperate for an end to the plague,” Duke Kalas quietly put in, acting in the uncustomary role of mediator.

“Ready the soldiers for the road,” Danube ordered.

“But, my King …” Kalas started to argue, and Constance chimed in, as well.

But Danube, expecting such an outburst, was already patting his hand calmly in the air. “I did not command you to begin the march,” he clarified, “only to ready the troops in case we so decide. And let us send for Abbot Hingas, that we might learn the disposition of the Church on this matter. The situation at St. Honce and the other abbeys will likely prove even more tentative than our own, for the majority of the folk have come to single out the Church and not the Crown as the source of the plague.”

Rain fell, but it hardly dampened the mood of the Timberlands folk, for the mountains of the Barbacan loomed before them, less than a day’s march away. Roger Lockless and Bradwarden knew how to get through those mountains; and from there the trip to Mount Aida, to Avelyn’s hand and to salvation, would be an easy one indeed.

Roger was up front with Bradwarden that morning, scouting the road carefully, for the centaur had caught a strong scent of goblin and feared that the little wretches were about.

They feared they would encounter a large tribe, an army of the creatures, but the first goblin they actually saw was no threat at all.

It was lying dead on the side of the trail.

Roger went over to inspect the body, prodding it with his foot, then rolling it over. He saw many puncture wounds on the creature’s face, neck, and chest—very similar to injuries he had witnessed before.

Immediately his eyes went up to the nearby trees, scouring the boughs.

“What’re ye about?” Bradwarden asked. “What killed the little beastie?”

“Arrows,” Roger answered, walking about and still looking up. “Little arrows. Elv—”

“Elvish arrows,” came the answer from the shadows of one tree, a melodic voice that Roger had heard only once before, but one that he surely recognized.

As did Bradwarden. “Dasslerond?” the centaur asked with a surprised laugh. “Is that yerself, then?”

“Greetings, Bradwarden,” Lady Dasslerond answered. “It is good to see you again, though I am surprised to find you in the company of humans in this time of illness.”

“Goin’ to find an old friend,” the centaur answered. “Ye heared o’ Avelyn?”

“Jilseponie has told us,” Dasslerond answered. “So ye’ve been to the arm?”

No answer came back, and Bradwarden understood the elves well enough to let that particular matter drop.

“You will find the road open all the way to Mount Aida,” Lady Dasslerond said to the pair.

“Were many o’ the goblins about, then?” the centaur asked.

“Not enough,” came another, even more familiar elvish voice. “I still have many arrows in my quiver.” Belli’mar Juraviel hopped down to the lowest branch on a wide-spreading elm, in clear sight of Roger and Bradwarden. Roger started toward him, but the elf held up his hand and warned the man back.

“We have cleared the road and will remain in place for a short time longer,” Lady Dasslerond explained. “But this road is for humans to travel and for humans to guard, and we will be on our way back to Andur’Blough Inninness before the turn of the season.”

“Well, ye have our thanks, then,” Bradwarden remarked, bowing his human torso respectfully. “And take the goodwill o’ Avelyn with ye.”

“Straight on to Aida,” Lady Dasslerond said, aiming her comment at Roger. “And know that the road will be clear for your return through this region.”

“There will be many more following us,” Roger started to explain.

“They are already on their way,” Juraviel put in, “from Caer Tinella and Landsdown—from Palmaris, even, for Jilseponie has passed through the city. Braumin and his brethren will likely find you before you have traveled far out of the Barbacan, and the new Baron of Palmaris, along with a host of soldiers, will be along not far behind.”

Roger and Bradwarden beamed at the news.

“Ah, but Pony’s a good girl,” the centaur remarked.

“And Dainsey,” Roger was quick to add. He turned back to tell Juraviel of the new love that had come into his life, but he found that the ever-elusive elf was already gone, vanished completely into the canopy. He called out several times but was not answered.

The pair went back to the caravan, then, and told them that the way was clear.

That night, they camped on the high ground of the mountainous ring, with Mount Aida in sight. The next day, the first pilgrims found the arm of Avelyn and tasted the blood in the fallen man’s palm.

Roger was first to it, following Bradwarden’s instructions, and as soon as he entered the covenant with Avelyn, he knew, beyond doubt, that the rosy plague could not touch him.

“It is a fool’s journey!” Constance Pemblebury scolded.

King Danube continued to dress in his traveling clothes, strapping his sword belt about his waist.

“What if this is no answer?” Constance continued. “To what dangers do you, in the name of compassion, expose yourself? What price to the kingdom?”

Danube had heard all the arguments before, repeatedly, since he had announced that he and a great force would go out from Ursal, to Palmaris and perhaps, he hinted, even beyond. He fixed Constance with a calm stare and managed a smile. “If this is the answer, then I must be present at the beginning of it,” he tried to explain. “What king am I if I hide in Castle Ursal while the potential salvation of all the world comes to fruition in the north?”

“We have hidden in Castle Ursal for all these months,” Constance reminded. “Torrence has never been outside these walls.”

“And too long it has been!” Danube retorted. He started to leave the room, but Constance rushed around him, blocking the way.

“You are weary of it all, I know,” she said, “as are we all. But we must hold strong for the sake of the kingdom.”

“Duke Tetrafel has turned his garrison over to Jilseponie,” Danube reminded her. “He has emptied Palmaris on her proof that the miracle has been found.”

“He is desperate.”

“That may be true, but I know, as do you, that I cannot sit back and allow this to happen without me. Many soldiers will be needed to secure the road north; and if this is indeed the answer, then that road will become even more traveled.”

“The brothers of St. Honce are not even ready to commit to departure yet,” Constance argued, and it was true enough. Abbot Hingas had heard of the supposed miracle, even claimed that Jilseponie had visited him spiritually and bade him to join the pilgrimage to the north. Yet he and his brethren would not commit to such a journey at that time.

King Danube paused and took a deep breath, then grabbed Constance by both shoulders, holding her rock steady. “I believe in this,” he said. “I have to. And if it is indeed the salvation of Honce-the-Bear, then I must preside over it. For the good of the people and of the Crown.”

“You believe in this?” Constance asked somewhat sharply. “Or in her?”

That took Danube a bit by surprise, for it was the first revelation of Constance’s jealousy of Jilseponie, a somewhat stunning revelation given the enormity of the consequences beyond personal relationships.

He stared at Constance for a long while, not blinking, not letting her pull free of his somber gaze. “I must do this,” he declared, and he firmly but gently moved the woman out of his way and walked out into the hall.

Duke Kalas, looking none too pleased, but dressed for the road, was waiting for him.

“Duke Bretherford’s ships are ready to depart,” he said. “The roads are secured all the way to the docks.”

“Then let us be off at once,” Danube replied, and he started down the hall, sweeping Kalas up in his wake.

“My King!” came the call behind them, turning them both.

Constance leaned heavily on the doorjamb. “You walk off into peril,” she explained. “You must name your successor.”

Danube stared at her curiously, surprised by such a request. He had gone off on many perilous journeys without ever issuing such a formal declaration. His confusion was short-lived, though, for then he understood that, before this time, there had never been any decision that needed to be made.

“I will return,” he said to Constance, not wanting to have to speak the obvious aloud, not wanting to wound the woman.

“I demand this, for the good of the kingdom,” Constance said loudly.

King Danube felt Kalas’ stare boring into him, but he did not take his own gaze off Constance. “In the event of my demise, my brother, Prince Midalis of Vanguard, will assume the throne,” Danube stated clearly. “I will have that formally recorded before I depart Castle Ursal.”

Constance’s look shifted subtly, to show the flush of anger behind her mask.

King Danube turned and walked away.

Duke Kalas stood staring at Constance for a long while. “Patience,” he said when Danube was too far away to hear. “Merwick is not nearly ready.”

Constance glowered at him for just a moment, then retreated into the room and slammed the door.

Kalas, who was also against leaving Ursal at that time, but who more readily understood his place and acceded to the wishes of his King, couldn’t contain his chuckle as he hurried off to catch Danube.


Chapter 42
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Redemption

THE SIGHT THAT LOOMED BEFORE JILSEPONIE WHEN SHE AND DAINSEY CAME IN view of St.-Mere-Abelle made her memory of the suffering in Palmaris pale in comparison. Scores of tents had been erected on the bleak plain before the great abbey; and it seemed to Jilseponie as if there were a score of sick people for every tent.

Hundreds of them, the walking dead, moving listlessly about the dreary landscape.

“So many,” Dainsey Aucomb whispered at her side.

Jilseponie nodded, but she knew the truth of this scene. St.-Mere-Abelle was a fairly isolated place, with no real cities anywhere near—the closest was Palmaris, some eighty miles to the northwest. And still, the grounds teemed with the sick, flocking here from all over the region, no doubt, coming to this greatest bastion of the Abellican Church, dying on the field before the walls of the Father Abbot.

How many more had died on the road? Jilseponie wondered. Likely as many as had arrived here.

The mere thought of it nearly overwhelmed her; in that moment of despair she wanted nothing more than to turn Symphony and pound back toward Dundalis and Fellowship Way, toward the hole she had once dug for herself. She had to stop herself, close her eyes, and conjure an image of Avelyn’s arm.

“Too many,” she whispered back to Dainsey. She kicked her heels into Symphony’s flanks and the great stallion leaped away, galloping down across the field.

Many eyes followed the two riders as they wove their way across the wretched encampment, toward the front gates of the abbey. Jilseponie felt like a sailor on a vast sea; the abbey walls seemed a distant island.

But no refuge, that place, she knew.

She meant to tear those walls down.

Brother Francis paced slowly before St.-Mere-Abelle’s tussie-mussie bed, feeling his legs weaken with every step.

He wanted them to see this.

He was exhausted now, beyond belief. He had the soul stone in his pocket, and he had considered spirit-walking, having his spirit violate the sanctuary of St.-Mere-Abelle.

Yes, like a ghost, he wanted to haunt them.

He wanted them to see this.

He rolled the stone in his fingers now, knowing that he had missed his chance, for Francis couldn’t possibly find the strength to enter its magic now, to separate spirit from body.

He could hardly even find the strength to call out “Bou-raiy!” at the wall.

And his legs were tiring fast and his breath was becoming harder and harder to find.

They had to see this, had to bear witness to the end of Brother Francis, to learn that he faced that end courageously and with the conviction that he was right!

But now he was no longer walking, was, suddenly and without even realizing the movement, not even standing. He managed to roll over a bit, to see the wall, and he took some comfort in the forms he noted up there. He couldn’t make them out through his failing eyes, but he sensed that they were watching him, that they were pointing.

They knew, and they would tell Bou-raiy.

Taking comfort in that, Francis turned his attention to the tussie-mussie bed, bathing himself in the aromas, losing himself in the colorful sights and fragrances. He felt as if those very smells might lift him up, up, might separate his soul from his body as surely as would the hematite. He could float on a cloud of aromas to God, to a judgment that he no longer feared.

He hardly heard the horses gallop up to a stop a short distance behind him, hardly heard the gathering crowd—and surely they were gathering, led by Merry Cowsenfed, several hundred people coming to say farewell to Brother Francis of

St.-Mere-Abelle.

It would have made Francis happy, if he had known.

Jilseponie knew before she ever moved beside the man that he—like several of those she had encountered in Palmaris, like one she had found on the road here to St.-Mere-Abelle—was beyond her help, that even if she went to him with all of her magical strength, she would buy him only a few minutes or hours, and those he would spend in pain.

She knew by his emaciated form, lying listlessly, that the plague had won this particular fight. She knew by the look in his eyes that he was seeing as much on the other side of death as in the material world.

Jilseponie would never have recognized the man had she not heard his name as she had crossed the field. When last she had seen Francis, he had been strong and stout, even a little portly, clean-shaven and with hair neatly cropped. Now he was a ragged thing! His hair and beard had grown wild, had thickened as his body had thinned.

She went to him and knelt beside him, and took up his hand in her own.

He stared at her for a long while, seeming not to recognize her.

“Greetings, Brother Francis,” she whispered. “I have heard of your work here, of your courage and compassion.”

Francis continued to stare at her curiously, and then a smile widened on his face, a light of recognition. “Jilseponie?” he asked.

She nodded and reached for her soul stone, though she doubted she could even get into the magical energy in time for Francis.

Francis’ smile turned down suddenly. “Can you forgive me?” he asked, his voice a rasping thing, for a discernible rattle came from his chest with every word and every breath.

Jilseponie paused and looked back at him curiously.

“Your brother,” Francis remarked, “Grady Chilichunk. I was the one.”

Jilseponie moved close to him, trying to suppress a scowl.

“I killed him,” Francis admitted, “on the road from Palmaris. It was an accident … I did not mean …”

Jilseponie put her finger against Francis’ lips to quiet him. That battle seemed so far removed now, that hatred so irrelevant to the current situation.

“Forgive me,” Francis said again. “We were all so confused then, and all so wrong.”

“And now you see the truth?” she asked him.

Francis’ smile returned, but then he winced and closed his eyes. Jilseponie started to reach for her soul stone again, but, as if he had read her mind, Brother Francis reached over and held her arm. “I go without fear,” he whispered, and it seemed to Jilseponie as if he were speaking more to himself than to her.

“I do not fear justice,” he finished, never opening his eyes, and those were the last words that Brother Francis Dellacourt of St.-Mere-Abelle would ever utter.

It hurt Jilseponie more than she would ever have believed to watch this man die. She held little fondness for Francis, had once been his avowed enemy; and even in those last days when she had been with him in St. Precious after the fall of Markwart, even when he had declared that she should become the mother abbess of the Abellican Church, she had not been overfond of him.

And he had died peacefully, contentedly, it seemed; and yet, to her surprise, Jilseponie found that his passing had wounded her.

She gently removed his hand from her forearm and placed it over his chest, then slowly rose and turned, first to regard the teary gathering of plague sufferers and the one-eyed woman who led them, then to turn and face the dark and foreboding walls of St.-Mere-Abelle. It took her a while to steady herself, to get over the emotional shock of looking at this place.

The place that had served as prison for Bradwarden. The place where her adoptive parents had died horribly.

She took another steadying breath, reminding herself of her purpose and her need, and she forced her gaze to drift up, up, to the dark, cloaked forms standing along the wall. She took Dainsey’s hand and walked toward them.

“Francis is dead?” came a call down, a sharp voice she did not recognize.

“He is,” Jilseponie answered.

The snort that she heard next seemed to her one of derision.

“They never was likin’ him much for comin’ out to us,” came a voice from behind. Jilseponie turned to see the one-eyed woman standing there. Behind her, the others were gathering up the body of Francis, wrapping it lovingly in sheets.

“They put him out when he came down with plague?” Jilseponie reasoned.

The woman shook her head. “He came out of his own doin’,” she answered, “and not a sign o’ the plague in him. And he worked with them,” she added, turning back to motion to the crowd of the sick. “All of ’em. And he helped one or two afore the plague caught up to him. Ah, a good man was Brother Francis. A saint, I say! But them on the wall don’t know it.” She spat on the ground. “Bah, they’re not knowin’ anythin’ but their own scaredness. Won’t come out and will shoot us dead, any of us, if we walk across their precious flowers.”

Brother Francis, a saint. The incongruous notion rolled around in Jilseponie’s mind as she stood there, staring at his body being borne away by the peasants. His last words, the proclamation that he did not fear justice, weighed more heavily on her, then. Had Francis truly found the light and the truth? Was his contentment at his death as real as it had seemed? Could he so understand that he had redeemed himself, and thus, need not fear the judgment of his God?

Jilseponie turned back to look at the monks on the wall, and many more had come up by then, no doubt to watch the last journey of their brother.

“I need to speak to the Father Abbot,” she called to them.

“You cannot come in,” came the reply from that same, sharp voice, and in a purely condescending tone.

Jilseponie looked at the great doors of the abbey, her hands going reflexively to the gemstones hanging at her belt. “Ah, but I could if I wanted to,” she muttered under her breath. She looked back up at the wall, at the harsh speaker, and only then did she note that one of the monk’s sleeves was tied off, as if he was missing an arm.

“I will speak to him in the gateway, from across the tussie-mussie bed,” she said.

The monk scoffed at her and started to turn away.

“Do you know who I am?” she cried out, stopping him in midturn. “I am Jilseponie Wyndon of Dundalis, friend to Avelyn Desbris, friend to Braumin Herde, wife of Nightbird! I am she who destroyed the demon of Father Abbot Markwart!”

The monk walked back to the edge of the wall and leaned out through the break in the battlement, peering at her intently.

“Tell Father Abbot Agronguerre that I have come bearing the most urgent news,” she went on. “The most urgent.”

“Tell me, then,” the monk replied.

“Bid him meet me by the tussie-mussie bed,” Jilseponie continued, ignoring the man’s command. “If you wish to hear my tale, then join him. I’ve not the time to tell it more than once.” Then she turned away, gathering the one-eyed woman and Dainsey in tow and walking toward the other peasants.

The monk called out several times to her then, mostly cries for her to stop and explain herself and a threat or two that he would not bring Agronguerre to meet with her.

But Jilseponie wasn’t playing that game with him. Not then. Not with so much obviously critical work right before her.

“Tell me your tale,” she bade the one-eyed woman, for she knew that this one had somehow survived the plague and had, subsequently, come to be the leader of this tent city.

Soon after, while she tended yet another in the long line of plague sufferers that Merry Cowsenfed had ordered for her, the great gates of St.-Mere-Abelle swung open. In the archway across the tussie-mussie bed stood several brothers, flanked, Jilseponie noted, by monks armed with heavy crossbows. She motioned for Merry Cowsenfed to join her.

“Keep them quiet and in line,” she explained. “I will be back soon enough.”

“I seen them that ye healed,” Merry started to spout, so obviously thrilled.

“Not healed,” Jilseponie quickly corrected, “no, not that. That will come later, as I told you, and from one much greater than I.” She patted the woman on the shoulder, then motioned for Dainsey to follow her and strode over to her side of the tussie-mussie bed.

“We have heard much of your good work, Jilseponie Wyndon,” greeted the largest man there, an older monk who seemed to Jilseponie as if he could be Belster O’Comely’s father. “I am Father Abbot Agronguerre, formerly of St. Belfour. It pains my heart greatly to learn that you are with plague.”

“Not I,” Jilseponie replied immediately.

“But you tend to the victims,” the Father Abbot reasoned.

“And soon to find the same fate as Francis, no doubt,” the one-armed monk beside him remarked.

“The plague cannot touch me,” Jilseponie replied, “for I have tasted of the blood of Avelyn’s covenant. Thus I can tend them with the soul stone without fear that the plague demons will attack me, and thus am I more effective in the tending.”

“You will heal them all?” the one-armed monk asked, his tone half skeptical and half sarcastic.

“I will heal none, likely,” the woman replied, “but I will make many strong enough for the road, for the journey they must now undertake.” She paused, trying to measure the level of interest as it crossed all their faces. “To the Barbacan, to Avelyn,” she explained. “There they will be healed.”

The one-armed monk snorted and started to respond, but Agronguerre put his arm up before the man, silencing him.

“It is true, Father Abbot,” Jilseponie went on, staring at him. “This woman—” she pulled Dainsey forward “—is my living proof. I took her to the Barbacan. She was no better off than was Francis when I came upon him on the field. I thought her death imminent, but then—”

“But then I kissed the bleeding palm,” Dainsey interrupted, “and it was like all the angels o’ heaven came down and burned the plague from me body.”

“Francis is dead,” the one-armed monk remarked. “You did not save him.”

“He could not make the journey,” Jilseponie replied. She turned and looked back to the hundreds at the tent city. “Nor will many of them,” she admitted. “But many others will, and there they will find healing. And those who go though they have not yet been touched by the plague will find armor against it.”

The monks didn’t immediately respond, and when Jilseponie turned back, she found the Father Abbot stroking his chin pensively.

“You wished to speak with me, and so I assume that you believe that we have a role to play in this,” he said. Again, the one-armed monk snorted.

“Preposterous,” he muttered. “No doubt you wish us to come out on the field beside you, to work our sacred stone magic to help the peasants, that we might all die of the plague together.”

“I wished to tell you of the miracle at Aida,” Jilseponie explained to Agronguerre, again trying very hard to ignore the unpleasant one-armed monk. “You and all of your brethren must make the pilgrimage there, and with all speed, to enter the covenant. Only then can you truly begin to help the plague sufferers. Before you make such a journey, I would not even want you to try to tend the sufferers, for your brethren will prove vital in the long battle we must wage against the plague.”

Agronguerre didn’t immediately reply, but Jilseponie saw his emotions clearly. He didn’t believe her, but how he wanted to!

“Take not my word for it,” she said sharply, even as the one-armed monk started to jump in with another negative remark. “Go out with your soul stones. To Palmaris, where you will learn that the whole city is on the march to the north, Duke Tetrafel’s soldiers and your brothers of St. Precious with them. Go out farther to the north, and see the lines of those living in the towns in and about the Timberlands, well on their way to that most holy of places.”

She paused, just to see if the monks would try to interject anything, but she saw from their dumbfounded expressions that she would not be interrupted.

“Go all the way to Mount Aida with your gemstones, Father Abbot,” she finished. “See that holy place for yourself, if you must. Go and be convinced, and then send your brethren, all of your brethren, there in body that they might taste the blood of Avelyn’s covenant and know the truth. Your aid will prove critical in healing the world.”

“You ask much of us,” Agronguerre remarked quietly.

“I tell you the truth and pray that you will choose correctly,” Jilseponie replied.

“This is nonsense,” claimed the one-armed brother. “Your friend survived the plague, but so have others. The ugly scarred woman on the field with the sick so survived. We did not cry miracle and send the whole world marching to the spot where she happened to be when her illness relinquished its grasp upon her!”

Jilseponie shrugged. “Believe what you will, or close your heart to the possibility of miracles and hide behind your walls,” she said, and she gave a chuckle as the irony of her own words hit her. “I can do no more than tell you the truth and then pray that your faith is a real thing and not some mask for you to hide behind.”

The one-armed monk scowled.

“For if you do not believe in the possibility of miracles, then wretched creatures you are indeed for hiding within abbey walls.” And she turned and walked away. Dainsey, after a helpless chortle, followed.

“Those gemstones you carry!” the one-armed monk cried after her, and Jilseponie wheeled about.

“My gemstones,” she said.

“They are the province of the Church,” the monk corrected.

Jilseponie narrowed her eyes and glared at the man. “Come and take them,” she challenged, and when he made no move toward her, she walked away.

She almost expected to take a crossbow quarrel in the back.

But nothing happened, and Jilseponie moved back to the line of patient sufferers again and went back to her duty, working tirelessly with the soul stone. Merry Cowsenfed directed the procession to Jilseponie and then to work gathering supplies.

They left in small groups, feeling better than they had in weeks, and moving with all speed for Palmaris, and for the north. If all went well, Jilseponie explained to them, they could expect to find soldiers guarding the road north and monks ready to give them more healing all along the way.

“At least we’ll no longer need suffer the wails and the groans, and the stench,” Fio Bou-raiy said to Glendenhook as they watched the spectacle of the thinning crowd. More sufferers continued to stream in, of course, but Jilseponie continued her work, and Merry sent them right on their way.

“Perhaps there is value to Jilseponie Wyndon after all,” Glendenhook replied.

“Her words were correct,” said Father Abbot Agronguerre, coming over to join the pair. His arrival made Bou-raiy and Glendenhook shuffle embarrassedly, given their previous callous remarks. “All of Palmaris, it seems, is on the road to the north.”

Fio Bou-raiy threw up his hand in disgust.

“Suppose she is right?” Father Abbot Agronguerre asked. “Suppose there is a miracle to be found and we are too cynical even to look.”

“And if she is wrong?” Bou-raiy came back. “Are we to send out all the brethren, as she bade us, only to have half of us die on the road and the other half return to St.-Mere-Abelle ridden with plague?”

“Her work with the gemstones seems nothing short of miraculous,” Agronguerre remarked.

“She is not curing them, by her own admission,” Bou-raiy reminded him.

Agronguerre turned and walked away.

Back in the abbey, the Father Abbot played all the possibilities about in his mind. Was he pragmatic or cowardly? What might be the cost of guessing wrong?

And what might be the cost of guessing right but not having the courage to act on that guess?

Inevitably, the Father Abbot kept coming back to the image of a brother dying on the field before the impenetrable walls of St.-Mere-Abelle, a brother whose courage surely humbled old Agronguerre.

“Ah, Francis,” he muttered with a sigh. He remembered the night when Francis had gone out to the sick, the eve of the New Year. Not only had the man put himself in obvious physical jeopardy, but the action had brought him only snickers of derision from many of his so-called brothers.

That image haunted gentle Agronguerre as he walked slowly up to his private chambers, and it stayed with him all the way back down the circular stone stairwell.

Down, down, to the first floor of the abbey, he went, and then down again, until he stood before a little-used but extremely important doorway, ornately decorated—so much so that the great latch that secured it could hardly be noticed unless one looked at it carefully.

Agronguerre fumbled with the keys, wanting to get through the door and get done with this business before anyone could persuade him differently. For though his heart was strong now in his decision, bolstered by the image of poor dead Francis, his mind was filled with fear.

He turned open the lock, lifted the latch, and pulled the door open, but only an inch, for another, stronger hand came against the portal, pushing it closed.

Abbot Agronguerre stepped back and turned to see Master Bou-raiy, the man fixing him with a cold glare, a lock of eyes that would have gone on for a long while had not the two men heard the sound of footsteps descending the staircase back down the corridor.

“Live a long time, old man,” Bou-raiy warned ominously. “For, if you do this thing, you must know that when you die, the Abellican Church will be thrown into turmoil beyond anything it has ever known.”

“Is that what is honestly within your heart, Master Bou-raiy?”

“That is what I know to be true.”

“Would you have me preside over a Church that turns its back on the agony of the common folk?” the Father Abbot asked.

“The plague will pass in time,” said Bou-raiy, and he lowered his voice as Master Glendenhook, with Master Machuso right on his heels, appeared a short distance down the corridor. “The Church must be eternal.”

Master Glendenhook walked over to stand equidistant from the two men, glancing curiously back and forth between them. “Pray, brethren,” he asked, “what is it that so troubles you?”

Father Abbot Agronguerre turned a skeptical look on the man, then stepped back from Bou-raiy. “You know our viewpoints,” he replied. “You have heard the tale of Jilseponie and thus have seen the drawing of the line. On which side of that line does Master Glendenhook stand?”

Glendenhook’s shoulders sagged a bit at the blunt question, a reflection of the fact that he did not want to be so drawn into any open argument. He looked at Agronguerre sympathetically, then turned to Bou-raiy, who fixed him with an unyielding stare—one, it seemed to Agronguerre, that demanded the man take a definitive stand.

Glendenhook put out his hand to pat Agronguerre on the shoulder, but then stepped away from the Father Abbot, to Bou-raiy’s side. He faced Agronguerre and bowed. “With all respect and honor, Father Abbot,” he said, “I fear the plague and heed well the old words written about it—words penned from the bitter experiences of those who have suffered through it. I fear sending the brethren out from St.-Mere-Abelle, and I fear even more the release of the soul stones into hands untrained and undeserving.”

“The brothers will carry the stones,” Agronguerre replied, not understanding that second point.

“And what of the brothers who will surely die along the road?” Bou-raiy asked. “They will fall while carrying soul stones, and those stones will, inevitably, fall into the hands of the undeserving and untrained.”

“Jilseponie will train them,” Agronguerre argued, his tone sharp, for the way in which Bou-raiy had said the word “undeserving” had struck him as very wrong.

“And that, Father Abbot, I fear most of all,” Master Glendenhook remarked.

The words hit Agronguerre as surely as if Glendenhook had just punched him across the face. The Father Abbot felt so old at that moment, so defeated, and he almost threw up his hands and walked away. But then he turned to see the face of Master Machuso, the kindly man who oversaw all the secular workers at St.-Mere-Abelle, the gentle man whom Agronguerre had caught on several occasions stuffing extra supplies into the loads sent out to the sickly masses.

“My young brethren spend too many days looking into old books,” Machuso said, managing a smile, “and too many hours on their knees with their arms and eyes uplifted to the heavens.”

“We are Abellican brothers!” Master Bou-raiy sharply reminded him.

“Who would learn more of the world if they spent more time looking into the eyes of suffering folk,” Machuso was quick to reply. “Abellican brothers who are so wrapped up in their own rituals and own importance, who are so determined to elevate themselves above the flock they pretend to tend that they cannot see the truth of the opportunity presented to us this day.”

“By a laywoman,” Bou-raiy remarked.

“A false prophet,” Glendenhook echoed.

“She who destroyed the dactyl with Brother Avelyn at Mount Aida!” Machuso shot back. “And who defeated the demon spirit within Father Abbot Markwart, by Markwart’s own admission to Master Francis at the time of his death. And now she is showing us the way again, Father Abbot,” the suddenly energetic Machuso went on, turning to aim his words directly at Agronguerre, “the way to Avelyn, in body and in spirit.”

Agronguerre reached for the door again, and so did Bou-raiy, but then the Father Abbot fixed him with such a stare that he backed off.

“Do not do this,” Fio Bou-raiy warned. “You are condemning us all.”

“I am damning myself if I do not,” Agronguerre answered firmly. “Send word throughout the abbey, Master Machuso,” he went on. “This is a choice and not an edict. All who wish to join the pilgrimage should be ready to leave within the hour.”

“The hour?” Glendenhook said, as if the mere thought that hundreds of brothers could be packed with wagons readied within that time was preposterous.

“It will be done,” Machuso answered with a bow. “And I doubt that many will choose to remain.”

“And if the hope is false?” Bou-raiy had to ask one last time.

“Then better to die trying,” Father Abbot Agronguerre said, putting his face only an inch from Bou-raiy’s.

He pulled open the door, the portal that led into the gemstone treasury of St.-Mere-Abelle, where more than a thousand soul stones waited.


Chapter 43
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Fulfilling Avelyn’s Promise

WHEN JILSEPONIE RETURNED TO THE BARBACAN NEAR THE END OF SUMMER, SHE found that her call to Vanguard had not gone unheeded. Led by Brother Dellman and Abbot Haney, the procession from the northernmost Honce-the-Bear province had nearly emptied the place.

The woman saw them up on the plateau, hundreds and hundreds milling about; and she went straightaway to find them, anxious to see Dellman again and Abbot Braumin, who had become the caretaker of the arm itself, the guide to any and all who came to enter Avelyn’s covenant.

She found Dellman first and shared a great hug with him on the rim of the sacred plateau, then made her way through the crowd, toward the arm and Braumin. She was surprised, then, to find a pair of faces that she recognized.

“Andacanavar!” she cried. “Liam O’Blythe!”

The huge ranger wheeled, his face beaming with a great smile. To Jilseponie’s surprise, though, another man off to the side, his hair bright red, his face covered in freckles, also turned to her, beaming.

“Do I know ye, beautiful lady?” the red-haired man remarked.

Jilseponie looked at him curiously as she made her way toward the ranger and the man she thought to be Liam. “I think you do not,” Jilseponie answered politely.

“But ye’re knowin’ me name!” the man protested.

Jilseponie looked at him hard, then turned to see Andacanavar’s companion, the man she had thought to be Liam, blushing.

“You are Liam O’Blythe?” Jilseponie asked the red-haired man.

“Anybody tellin’ ye different?” he inquired back.

“Telling all the world different, and stealing your good name, I fear,” Jilseponie said, staring hard at Andacanavar’s companion.

“Then gettin’ in trouble, not to doubt!” Liam O’Blythe roared, pointing his finger at his friend.

“I preferred to travel anonymously,” the exposed liar explained. “To do otherwise might have invited trouble.”

“A renowned thief, are you?” Jilseponie said, crossing her arms over her chest. “Or just a thief of people’s names?”

“A prince, actually,” Liam O’Blythe answered for Midalis. “Brother o’ the King, he is, and Prince o’ all Vanguard.”

Jilseponie’s jaw dropped open, her eyes going so wide that it seemed as if they might fall right out of their sockets. Now that the man’s identity had been clarified, she could see the resemblance he bore to Danube, a younger and thinner version of the King.

“I would have expected you to tell her,” Andacanavar said, looking past the woman, and Jilseponie took the cue and turned to see Bradwarden moving up beside her.

“Didn’t think it was needed,” the centaur said dryly. “Suren her head’s big enough without her knowin’ that she beat the Prince of Honce-the-Bear in a sword fight!”

“You knew?” Jilseponie asked.

“I telled ye once, girl, there’s not a thing in me forest that I’m not knowin’. When are ye to believe me?”

Jilseponie just shook her head helplessly.

“We are all in your debt,” Prince Midalis remarked, moving up to her and taking her hand. He bowed low and kissed that hand.

“I was near death,” Liam added. “I thought that’d be the end o’ Liam O’Blythe! But for Avelyn’s hand, it suren would’ve!”

“You saved the world, young ranger-in-training,” Andacanavar said with a smile.

“That is Avelyn’s deed,” Jilseponie was quick to correct, motioning toward the upraised arm. “I was but a messenger.”

“A fine one indeed,” said Prince Midalis, and he had her hand clasped between both of his, then, and he stared admiringly into her dark blue eyes.

The sudden tension was broken almost immediately, as Abbot Braumin came bounding over, crying out for Jilseponie, then wrapping her in such a hug that he squeezed all the air out of her.

They spent the rest of the day together, and held a great celebration that night in the valley before the mountain. Jilseponie noted, then, that not many of Andacanavar’s Alpinadoran people were in attendance.

“They fear the gemstone magic, and thus, the covenant,” Midalis explained.

“I do not believe that conversion to the faith is a requirement for the healing,” Jilseponie replied; and when she did, she noted that Abbot Braumin’s eyebrows went up in surprise.

“This is a holy place for the Abellican Church,” Braumin noted.

Jilseponie nodded, not beginning to disagree. “It is the place where the Abellican Church should understand that it stands for all the goodly people of all the world, whether Abellican or not,” she remarked. “If this is the covenant of the Avelyn that I knew, then healing will be given to any who come to this place, without question of their beliefs.”

Her tone became a bit more sharp as she ended, and that made all gazes settle on Abbot Braumin.

“I never refused Andacanavar’s people,” he explained, “nor would I begin to turn them away or demand anything of them should they taste of the blood. It is their own fears that keep them away, and not words from me or any others. Perhaps they fear that this is some ruse designed to convert them to a faith they have many times rejected.”

“Or perhaps they fear to see the truth, fear that their old beliefs will become irrelevant,” Dellman added, and Jilseponie did not miss the scowl that came over Andacanavar’s face.

“That is as foolish as it is prideful,” she said. “And neither are traits I would attribute to Avelyn Desbris.” She turned to the ranger then, her face full of compassion. “Has the plague found your homeland?”

He nodded. “Not as bad as in your own, as yet,” he explained. “But, yes, many have been stricken ill and many have died.”

“Bring them,” Jilseponie said. “Convince them. Tell them that this is as much a gift of your own God as it is of ours. Tell them whatever you must to bring them here.”

“There are no conditions,” Braumin Herde added, and Jilseponie was glad to see that he was seeing things her way.

“I intend to do just that,” the ranger assured her. “Now that I have tasted the blood.”

“And all the brothers of St. Belfour will go with you, if you desire,” Dellman said, “to offer healing along the road, as the brothers of St. Precious are doing along the road south.”

“We shall see,” was all that Andacanavar would concede.

The procession from Vanguard left the next day. The next after that, to Jilseponie’s absolute delight, the brethren of St.-Mere-Abelle began to show up. Nearly half the brothers of that greatest of abbeys arrived, some three hundred, led by Agronguerre himself. They went to the plateau and they learned the beautiful truth. And as they set out again for the south, that very night—for Agronguerre understood that any delay would mean more suffering to many people—the Father Abbot promised that the rest of the abbey would arrive within a couple of weeks.

Jilseponie slept well that night, knowing that her vision, the vision given to her by the spirits of Elbryan and Avelyn at Oracle, would indeed come to fruition.

A few weeks later, Jilseponie and Bradwarden watched from a distant mountainside the seemingly endless procession snaking along the road from the south, some heading for the mountainous ring and Mount Aida, others already rushing back to the southland in the hopes that some of the crop might be brought in before the onset of winter.

Now that the seven hundred monks from St.-Mere-Abelle had joined in the healing line, and soldiers from Ursal had come in support of Tetrafel’s Palmaris garrison, the road was swift and secure.

“They’re sayin’ that King Danube’s on his way,” Bradwarden remarked.

Jilseponie nodded, for she had heard the same rumors, claims that his royal entourage, including a couple of sons, would arrive at the entrance to the Barbacan by nightfall.

“He’s bringin’ all o’ his court,” Bradwarden remarked, and he eyed her curiously as he finished. “Includin’ a pair o’ sons, by the tales I’m hearin.’ ”

Jilseponie merely nodded, and did well to hide her smile. Bradwarden was testing her, she knew, trying to find out if she harbored some feelings for the King of Honce-the-Bear. In truth, it was nothing that Jilseponie had even thought about much before and nothing that she was in any hurry to examine more deeply.

They met with King Danube that very night, and it was obvious to all in attendance, particularly to Constance Pemblebury, that the years had done nothing to diminish the man’s feelings for this heroic woman of the northland.

“My work is here,” Jilseponie explained against his insistence that she reconsider accepting the position of baroness of Palmaris.

“It seems to me that the work here will continue with or without you,” Danube argued.

Jilseponie conceded that fact—to a point. “The northern walls of the Barbacan teem with goblins and giants,” she explained. “And thus I have become the self-appointed ranger of the Barbacan, for now at least.”

“A title she should no’ be wearin’,” Bradwarden cut in with a chuckle. “But she’s got meself to keep her out o’ trouble!”

They all shared a good laugh at that.

“Palmaris awaits your change of mind,” Danube said to her in all seriousness. “Whether today, tomorrow, or years hence, the city will be yours with but a word.”

Jilseponie started to reply, but changed her mind. The man had just paid her such a great compliment that she could not deny it, whatever might then be in her heart. She bowed her head respectfully and let it go at that.

When she looked up, though, she didn’t—couldn’t—miss the look of jealousy that Constance Pemblebury had put over her, nor the narrow-eyed warning gaze of Duke Targon Bree Kalas.

Yes, indeed, she thought, the wonderful world of politics!

“He means to make her his next queen,” Duke Kalas said to Constance as they trotted their horses along the road back to the south. “You know that, of course.”

Constance didn’t reply, but her silence spoke volumes to Kalas. Of course, she knew. How could she not? All Danube had spoken of in the five days since they had left the Barbacan was Jilseponie Wyndon, the savior of the world. He had promised her Palmaris, and sincerely; and Kalas knew that the invitation would be extended, at but a word from her, to include Castle Ursal and the city itself, to include all the kingdom.

Yes, Kalas knew it and so did Constance: King Danube was stricken with love for Jilseponie Wyndon. He had to bide his time for now, because she would not be moved from the Barbacan, but Danube was a patient man and one who knew how to get what he most desired.

“Queen Jilseponie,” Kalas muttered quietly.

Constance Pemblebury fixed him with a perfectly awful stare.

They came in droves, the sick and the healthy, marching north from every corner of Honce-the-Bear, from Vanguard and from the Mantis Arm, from southern Yorkey, people living in the shadow of the Belt-and-Buckle mountain range, and from distant Entel.

Even from Behren, they came in small numbers, frightened people defying their yatol priests, daring to stow away on trading ships going around the mountain range’s easternmost spurs, sailing up the coast all the way to the Gulf of Corona and to the mouth of the Masur Delaval, where they disembarked and began the land journey, desperate for healing.

The line of pilgrims thinned considerably, of course, with the onset of winter, but Jilseponie and Bradwarden and Braumin held their posts atop the plateau—an area sheltered by the magic of Avelyn from winter’s coldest blows.

Few came as the year turned, and rumors filtered up the line to the sentinels of the covenant that many had died along the road, caught by storms or by exhaustion.

Jilseponie and the others held their faith, though. Yes, the plague would continue to claim victims, but hundreds and hundreds were now immune to its devastating bite.

And hundreds more would come to the Barbacan in the spring, they knew, for other rumors told of a great swelling of folk in the city of Palmaris, waiting for the word that the trails were clear.

One pleasant surprise came to them in the early part of the second month of the year, when a familiar form, bundled in layers of skins, scaled the rim of the plateau to stand towering above them.

Jilseponie’s smile only widened and widened as more and more Alpinadorans followed Andacanavar up to that plateau.

“You did not believe that I could lead them here in the winter?” the ranger asked with a chuckle. “What feeble ranger do you take me for, woman-ranger-in-training?”

Jilseponie could only laugh and shake her head.

Andacanavar introduced them to Bruinhelde, then; and the man, to Jilseponie’s eyes, didn’t seem overthrilled to be there.

But, she noted, he was thick with plague.

A few tense moments followed, with Jilseponie and Andacanavar offering their reassurances that partaking of Avelyn’s blood would not be an admission of any change of faith, that the covenant would hold for them without any promises of that. “You can return to your homeland, safe from the plague, and go back to your ways and your God,” Jilseponie said, but she was looking more to Braumin than to the Alpinadorans as she spoke.

“You know the Father Abbot of my Church, good Bruinhelde,” Braumin said, surprising both Jilseponie and Bradwarden. But Braumin had spoken at length with Agronguerre about the possibility of this very meeting. “You know the value of the alliance that you entered into with him and with Prince Midalis. Well, consider this an extension of that alliance, a furthering of the bond of friendship between our peoples.”

They all waited as Andacanavar translated the words into the Alpinadoran tongue, making certain that Bruinhelde understood not only the literal meaning of them but the manner in which they had been offered.

Bruinhelde then said something to the ranger, and Andacanavar turned to the trio. “He fears that his actions here will offend his gods,” the ranger explained.

Jilseponie turned to her companions, then looked back to the Alpinadorans. “Then you do it, alone,” she said to Bruinhelde. “Act as vanguard for your people, the first to try.”

Andacanavar cleared his throat.

“The second, then,” Jilseponie corrected, for the ranger certainly had tasted the blood on his first visit to the Barbacan. “But the first of your people who was not raised and trained outside Alpinador. Go to the hand and accept the covenant, of free will. Then you will know better how to guide those who followed you here.”

Andacanavar started to translate, but Bruinhelde held up his hand, motioning that he had understood the words well enough. He took a deep breath then, his massive chest swelling, and he strode past Jilseponie and the other two, right up to the upraised arm.

He dropped to one knee before the arm, studying it intently, even sniffing at the bloody palm.

Jilseponie came up beside him. “Kiss the palm and you will understand,” she promised.

Bruinhelde looked up at her suspiciously.

“How can you properly guide your people if you do not know?” she asked innocently.

The barbarian stared at her long and hard, and then he bent low and, with but a single quick steadying breath, he dipped his head and tasted the blood.

His expression showed surprise, and then …

Elation.

He looked up at Jilseponie again.

“You are the same man, with the same God,” she said quietly, “but now the plague cannot touch you.”

And so it went, throughout the day, the barbarians of Alpinador finding salvation at the hand of a soon-to-be Abellican saint. They stayed in the Barbacan for some time, celebrating; and when they left, Bruinhelde promised Jilseponie that he would spread the word throughout his homeland, that other Alpinadorans would follow.

And she promised him that they would be greeted as friends.

As predicted, the swarm of pilgrims began again in the early spring, flowing endlessly out of Palmaris, filtering through the city from points all across Honce-the-Bear.

Jilseponie and Bradwarden watched them from their mountain perches, taking heart again that Avelyn’s promise would be fulfilled, that the rosy plague would be washed from the land.

From the wooded trails far below the line of the Barbacan, another watched the procession, but with very different emotions.

For Marcalo De’Unnero, the flocking of all the world to Avelyn Desbris was like a dark mirror held up before his wretched eyes, a reminder of his own mistakes and failings.

He was a beast now as often as a man, consumed by the power of the tiger’s paw gemstone that had somehow become a part of his very being. He understood it now to be a curse, and surely no blessing, for no longer could he control the urges of the hunting and hungry cat. He survived by killing, pure and simple. Deer, rabbits, and, when he could find no alternative, feasting on the flesh and blood of humans.

He knew that he was sinking, that the creature was consuming him, mind and soul.

But not in body. Nay, it seemed as if another gemstone, the hematite ring he had taken from a merchant in Palmaris, had also found its way into De’Unnero’s wretched being. He should have died from the wounds he had received on that day when he had been chased out of Palmaris, for several of the arrows had struck him in vital areas. He had spent days pulling out the arrowheads, the extraction on several occasions followed by a gush of blood that had left him weak and even unconscious.

But every time, he had reawakened, his wounds healed. The soul stone would not let him die!

And truly, at that time, all that Marcalo De’Unnero wanted was to die, to be released from the bonds of the weretiger, to be freed of this hellish prison his own body had become for him.

He had even considered going to the shrine of Avelyn. He didn’t fear the plague—nay, he knew somehow that it could not affect him—but he wondered if this covenant he had been hearing repeated excitedly by every person going to or from the Barbacan, this gift of Avelyn, might extend to the curing of his present condition.

In fact, De’Unnero had even started toward the Barbacan on one occasion, but had become sidetracked, for a woman in the caravan on the road north of him had strayed out from the revealing light of the campfire one calm and quiet night.

After his gory feast, De’Unnero understood that he could not continue, that there would be no salvation for him from the likes of saintly Avelyn Desbris.

So he melted back into the forest, back to the west and the wilder lands, where deer were more plentiful and human flesh harder to find.

It went on through the seasons and the years, until the spring of God’s Year 834. The previous spring had brought only thin lines of pilgrims—so few, in fact, that Abbot Braumin had returned to his duties at St. Precious and many of the monks along the northern road had been dismissed back to their respective abbeys—and by all the reports coming out of the southland, fewer still would make the journey this year.

The plague had been beaten, it seemed, and so, with mixed emotions, Jilseponie and Bradwarden left their post at Mount Aida and returned to the lands they knew so well, the Timberlands and Dundalis.

Jilseponie lingered a long time at Elbryan’s cairn before going into the town. She went to Oracle there, and found that Elbryan’s spirit was with her. For the first time in years, she was not Jilseponie but Pony. Just Pony: the girl who had grown up in the region beside Elbryan, who had taken such a strange and roundabout journey to get to this place in her life.

She stayed with the spirit of her lost husband for a long, long time, and it was late into the evening when she at last emerged. Bradwarden was nowhere about, but she could hear his piping distantly on the evening breeze.

So reminiscent of those long-ago days.

She found Dundalis larger than when she had left it, with many of the pilgrims deciding to remain there rather than march all the way back to their southern homes. The other towns of the region—and all along the south road to and including Palmaris—also boasted of many, many newcomers, so many, in fact, that Palmaris’ population was now estimated as larger than it had been before the plague had begun to claim victims there.

Fellowship Way in Dundalis was a bustling place now, always full of patrons; and the cheers that greeted Pony when she walked through the door that spring night resounded as loudly as any she had heard at the previous Fellowship Way, one of Palmaris’ busiest taverns.

She found Belster behind the bar along with Roger. Dainsey was working tables—whenever her toddler son was asleep enough for her to slip out to the front of the establishment and do some work.

“Can you take a break from the work?” Pony asked the trio after the greeting and tearful hugs.

Belster nodded to a couple of patrons, who quickly stepped into place serving the customers, and Pony led the three into the back room.

“Good to have ye back,” Belster remarked.

“For a short while only,” Pony replied, and she let her gaze drift from person to person. “I am going to Palmaris,” she announced, “to accept King Danube’s offer.”

“Baroness Pony?” Dainsey said with a great and joyful laugh.

“Baroness Jilseponie,” she corrected.

“What about yer Church friends?” Belster asked. “They’re busy makin’ Avelyn a saint now—should be done this very year—and are hopin’ to open a new chapel in Caer Tinella. I’m thinkin’ that Braumin’s wantin’ ye to head that chapel, girl, or at least to join with him in his Church.”

Pony shook her head throughout the speech. “They will understand,” she insisted. “I can do more good for the teachings of Avelyn as a secular leader than if I went into the Church, where I would have to fight every day for my survival in any position of power merely because I am a woman.”

She looked to Roger mostly, for support, because he, above all others except for Bradwarden, knew her the best. And he was nodding and smiling.

This was the right course for her.

“I will have a place at Chasewind Manor for Belster,” Pony promised, “and for Roger and Dainsey.”

“And Bryan,” Dainsey put in with an impish grin.

“Bryan?” Pony started to ask, and then, given the expressions worn by both Roger and Dainsey, she understood. Again came the hugs; and then Dainsey, leading Pony by the hand to the back room where little Bryan slept peacefully, detailed every moment of the child’s birth and life thus far.

Jilseponie Wyndon left Dundalis a month later, after having sent word ahead to Palmaris requesting that King Danube honor his word and give the city to her as baroness. By the time she arrived in the city, Duke Tetrafel had long—and gladly—vacated Chasewind Manor.

Brynn Dharielle thought she had him beaten, a clever twist-thrust-disengage-and-thrust-again movement that seemed as if it had young Aydrian caught off balance.

But the disengage cut both ways, and as Brynn’s slender blade knifed in for a low strike, Aydrian’s slapped down atop it, driving the point to the ground. A twist of the wrist had the boy’s sword tip at Brynn’s throat.

“Finally,” Aydrian said, for this was his first victory over the older ranger-in-training, a warrior the Touel’alfar regarded very highly.

“Remarkable progress,” Lady Dasslerond said to Belli’mar Juraviel, the two of them standing in the brush off to the side, unseen by the combatants. “His work is even more promising than that of young Brynn.”

Juraviel nodded, finding it hard to disagree, given what had just happened on the field before them. He didn’t know much of Aydrian, hadn’t spent time with the boy, but from what he had heard, the child was possessed of an enormous amount of pride, and more than a bit of a temper. Those factors seemed to bother Lady Dasslerond not at all, though, for whenever Juraviel had mentioned them to her, or anything at all negative about the youngest ranger, she had merely labeled it “passion,” and had gone about her business.

“It is time to begin the other side of his training,” Lady Dasslerond remarked then, catching Juraviel off his guard.

“The gemstones?” he asked hesitantly.

Dasslerond nodded. “With the inclusion of magical prowess, he will become the most complete warrior the world has ever known,” she said. “Greater than his father, greater than the original Aydrian, and greater even than Terranen Dinoniel.”

“He is still young,” Juraviel dared to say, but what he really wanted to scream out at his lady was that this one needed more than training with weapons and gemstones. That he needed emotional training, as well, some measure of the balance within his own thoughts and, more important, within his heart.

He didn’t say that, though, because he knew that she wouldn’t hear his words.

He listened then to Aydrian, taunting Brynn Dharielle and begging her for another fight so that he could “beat her again.”

Belli’mar Juraviel had a very bad feeling about all this.


Epilogue

SHE SHRUGGED OFF HER TITLE, BARONESS JILSEPONIE, AS SHE DESCENDED THE dungeon stairs in Chasewind Manor to a small and dark room she had taken as a private place for her meditations, becoming Pony, just Pony, once more.

And there, in the darkness, with all of the tumult of the politics and the public solidly put out of her mind, Pony stared into her mirror and sought the form of her lost love. She had found her place and her reason again, and when she spoke to Elbryan, with thoughts and not words, she did so with complete confidence.

I understand now, my love, and in that understanding comes a peace I feared I never would again know, a true contentment.

When I lost you, I came to fear that it had all been in vain, that we had really accomplished nothing by our sacrifice. I feared that it was the nature of man to continue with all that we fought against, that one battle only served to begin another, and that it could not end. I am still not convinced of the opposite, not convinced that paradise can be found in the kingdom of Mankind.

But now I understand that we must continue the fight, no matter the odds, no matter the outcome. We fight because, in doing so, we make a statement about who we want to be, about who we must become. We fight because the opposite is to surrender to a way of thinking that we know to be wrong. We fight to save ourselves, if not the world.

And we, all humanity, are better for the fight. The world is indeed a brighter place because of our battle against and victory over Markwart, because of our efforts and your sacrifice. The darkness will come again, I know; and I know, too, that there will be others to take up the mantle of battle, to cry out the name Nightbird, as many in our own struggle called out the name Dinoniel. You bettered the world, my love, physically by lifting the darkness from the highest level of the Church and spiritually by bringing inspiration to those of like mind who would take up the fight.

And so your death was not in vain, and though I miss you terribly, and always shall, and though my heart will never be whole again, I accept now the price of our victory. Yes, my love, the cost was worth the gain.
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So much has changed over the last couple of years, so many things that could have set me adrift. But some things have, thankfully, remained there for me; solid anchors. To Diane, then, and to Bryan and to Geno and to Caitlin. My foundation.


Contents


Master - Table of Contents



Dedication

Prologue: God’s Year 839



PART ONE
 [image: ]
Gray Dawn

  1 The Second Dimension

  2 Skewing the Cards

  3 The Ugly Face in the Mirror

  4 Glory and Immortality

  5 Scheming for Mutual Benefit

  6 Bertram’s End

  7 Of Single Purpose

  8 Scheming for the Good of the World

  9 The Revelry Trap

10 The Parson and the Bishop

11 This Power, with Sword and with Stone

PART TWO
 [image: ]
The Rising Son

12 Home

13 M’Lady Jilseponie

14 Not Quite Parallel

15 Eye Batting

16 The Thrilling Shivers of Fear

17 Hearth and Soul

18 Those Familiar Blue Eyes

19 Francis’ Mark

PART THREE
 [image: ]
The Afternoon of Discontent

20 Constance’s Dark Descent

21 The Haunting

22 Confronting Her Demons

23 Lady Dasslerond’s Awful Secret

24 The Road to Ursal

25 Gray Autumn

PART FOUR
 [image: ]
Twilight in Castle Ursal

26 A Matter of Style

27 Lies and Reality

28 Stirring in the South

29 Pony

30 Bruce of Oredale

31 Coming of Age

32 A Bold Step Forward

33 The Stooge, the Catalyst

34 Checkmate

35 The Whirlwind to the Gallows


Epilogue




Prologue: God’s Year 839

SPRING CAME EARLY TO THE CITY OF PALMARIS, THE NORTHERNMOST GREAT CITY of the kingdom of Honce-the-Bear. Meriwinkles and prinnycut tulips bloomed in brilliant purples and blues all along the banks of the great Masur Delaval, and the wind seemed constant and gentle from the southwest, hardly ever shifting around to bring a chill from the gloomy Gulf of Corona.

The city itself was quite lively, with folk out of doors in droves nearly every day, soaking in the sunshine. In truth, the world had shaken off the tragedies of the rosy plague of 827 to 834, a plague cured by a miracle at a shrine atop a faraway mountain, a miracle revealed to the world by the woman who now ruled as Baroness of Palmaris. Since Jilseponie Wyndon accepted the title, each year had seemed a bit brighter than the one before, as if all the world, natural and man-made, was reacting positively to her rule.

Palmaris had never known such prosperity and peace. The city’s numbers had swelled during the last years of the plague, for Palmaris had served as the gateway to the northland and the miracle at Mount Aida, and many pilgrims stayed on in the city after their long return journey. Farmers had replaced those families decimated by the plague, cultivating new fields about the city for several miles to the north and west. Craftsmen, seeing an opportunity for a new and large market, had set up shops all along the well-ordered avenues, serving the needs of the thriving communities of both farmers and sailors. And under the guidance and tolerant example of Baroness Jilseponie and Abbot Braumin Herde of St. Precious Abbey, the population of dark-skinned southerners, the Behrenese, had thrived. That particular group had been hit especially hard by the plague, and then hit hard again by the hatred of the Brothers Repentant, a rebellious Abellican Church faction that blamed the heathen Behrenese for the rosy plague and incited the folk of Palmaris to retributive violence against them.

That had all changed under the leadership of Baroness Jilseponie, and dramatically. Many of those Behrenese who had come north—from their homeland or from the southernmost cities of Honce-the-Bear—to partake of the curative miracle known as the covenant of Avelyn, had found opportunities in Palmaris that they never would have dreamed possible in Honce-the-Bear. Now nearly a third of the dockworkers and the crewmen of the many ships that called Palmaris their home port were Behrenese. A few even owned their own boats now or served as officers, even captains, on the Palmaris garrison ships. And while the attitudes of those native to Honce-the-Bear hadn’t fundamentally changed concerning the Behrenese—with the subtleties of racism deeply ingrained—there were enough Behrenese now to afford their community a measure of security. Even more than that, there were enough of them to begin to show the native Bearmen that underneath the skin color and the cultural differences, the Behrenese were not so different at all.

Throughout this healthy city of peace and prosperity, where the future seemed so bright, Baroness Jilseponie often wandered, though without her baronial raiments and guards. She was in her mid-thirties now, but neither the years nor the long and difficult road she had traveled—a road full of pain and trial and grievous losses—had done anything to diminish her inner glow of vitality. For she knew the truth now. All of it. She had seen the miracle at Avelyn’s arm, on the flat top of Mount Aida. She had spoken with the ghost of Brother Romeo Mullahy and learned of the covenant. And she knew.

Jilseponie had lost her parents, and then her adoptive parents. She had lost her Elbryan, her dear, beloved husband. She had lost her child, torn from her womb, she believed, by the demon-inspired Dalebert Markwart. But now she had come to understand what those sacrifices had gained: the betterment of the world and of her little corner of the world.

And now she knew the truth of God, of spirituality, of living beyond this mortal coil. From that truth came a serenity and a comfort that Jilseponie had not known since her innocent days as a child running in the fields and pine valleys of Dundalis in the wild Timberlands, her days before she had come to know such pain and death.

She was out one warm spring night, wandering under a canopy of countless stars, absorbing the sights, the smells, the noises of Palmaris. A fish vendor called out a list of his fresh stock, his voice thick with the accent of Behren. Jilseponie couldn’t help but smile at the sound, for only a couple of years before, no Behrenese vendor would have ventured into this part of Palmaris with any hopes of selling his wares. Indeed, back in those days that seemed so far removed now, many of the Palmaris Bearmen wouldn’t think of eating anything touched by Behrenese hands!

Jilseponie made her way across town; a few curious stares followed her, but she was fairly certain that she was not recognized. With the three-quarter moon, Sheila, shining silver overhead, the Baroness came in sight of a structure that sent waves of emotions through her. The Giant’s Bones, it was called, though in a previous incarnation, before it had been burned to its foundation by Father Abbot Markwart’s lackeys, the establishment had been known as Fellowship Way and it had garnered a reputation as one of the most hospitable taverns in Palmaris or in any other city.

She paused before the place, her full lips pursed, and brushed her shoulder-length blond hair back from her face. In Fellowship Way, Jilseponie had gone from a scared little girl to a woman, under the loving tutelage of her adoptive parents, Graevis and Pettibwa Chilichunk. She walked along this avenue often now, and never without pausing before the doors and staring, remembering the good times spent within, forcing away the terrible memories of Graevis’ and Pettibwa’s last dark days. She remembered Pettibwa most vividly, the woman dancing among the tables, a huge tray full of foaming flagons balanced on one strong arm, her smile brighter than the light from the generous hearth.

Jilseponie could hear Pettibwa’s boisterous laughter again, truly the most joyous sound she had ever known.

After a few moments, and now with a wide smile on her face, Jilseponie moved around the side of the Giant’s Bones and down a narrow alley, coming to a very climbable gutter pipe.

Up she went, moving with the grace of a warrior, of one who had perfected bi’nelle dasada, the elven sword dance. She came to the roof and shifted along, then leaned back against the warm bricks of the chimney and stared out to the east, to the tall masts standing above the foggy shroud like great skeletal trees on the distant Masur Delaval. Even those masts evoked memories in her, for she had spent her first dozen years in the Timberlands, the source of the great trees used for constructing the ships’ masts. How many times had she watched a caravan roll out of Dundalis down the south road, the ox team straining with every step, dragging a huge log behind? How many times had she and Elbryan sneaked out of the brush along the side of the road and climbed atop one of those timber sleds, after betting on how many yards they could get before the driver noticed them and shooed them away?

“Elbryan,” she said with a wistful smile, and she felt the moistness creeping into her eyes. He had given her the nickname, Pony, when they were young, a name that had stuck through almost all of her years. Hardly anyone called her that now—no one but Roger Lockless, actually, and he only sparingly. She preferred it that way, she supposed. Somehow, with Elbryan gone, the name Pony just didn’t seem to fit her anymore.

Barely two decades had passed since those innocent and wonderful days, and yet Jilseponie could hardly believe that she had ever known such a carefree existence. All her adult life—even before her adult life—had been filled with tumult and momentous events!

She sat on that flat rooftop now, smelling the smoke from the fire below and the salt from the Masur Delaval and the Gulf of Corona beyond it. She let the memories of her life, and the lessons, play out of their own accord, no doubt coloring, albeit unconsciously, her feelings about present surroundings. Minutes drifted by, becoming an hour, and a chill breeze came in off the water. The Baroness hardly cared, hardly even noticed, just sat and reflected, falling within herself to a place of calm and quiet, a place untouched by evil memories or thoughts of the bustle of her present-day, seemingly endless, duties.

She didn’t notice the glow of a lantern moving along the alleyway below her nor the creak of the gutter pipe under the weight of a climbing man.

“There you are,” came a familiar voice, startling Jilseponie and drawing her from her reverie. She turned to see the smiling face, sharp dimples, and ever-present beard shadow of Abbot Braumin Herde as the monk pulled himself onto the roof. He reached back and took a lantern from someone below, then set it on the roof. Braumin was into his mid-forties now, nearly ten years Jilseponie’s senior, his hair was as much silver as its former dark brown, and he had many lines running out from the sides of his gray eyes. Smiling creases, he called them. He had always been a large man, a gentle giant, barrel-chested and barrel-waisted; but of late, the waist had been outdoing the chest!

Behind him came his reliable second, a dear old friend who had been with Braumin for more than two decades. Master Marlboro Viscenti was a nervous little man with far too many twitches but his competent mind seemed to see many things just slightly differently from others, often offering a helpful viewpoint.

Though she always preferred to be alone in this, her special place, and though she felt as if the lantern was a bit of an intrusion, Jilseponie could not help but be happy at the sight of her two dear friends. Both these monks had stood behind Jilseponie and Elbryan in the dark last days of Father Abbot Dalebert Markwart, though their lives would have been forfeit, and horribly so, had Markwart won, as it had seemed he would. In the years since, Jilseponie’s relationship with the pair had gone through many stages, including when Jilseponie was angry with them, and with all the Abellican monks who had hidden in their abbeys, afraid to try and help heal the plague victims. All her bad feelings about that time had been long washed away, though, for in the last few years, Braumin and Viscenti had proven of immeasurable help to Jilseponie as she had settled into ruling the great city. As baroness, the secular concerns of Palmaris were her domain; and as abbot of St. Precious, the spiritual concerns of Palmaris lay in the domain of Braumin Herde. Never before had Palmaris known such harmony between Church and State, not even when good Baron Bildeborough sat on the secular throne at Chasewind Manor and kindhearted Abbot Dobrinion presided over St. Precious.

“Did it ever occur to you that my reason for leaving Chasewind Manor without an escort was so that I could find some time alone?” Jilseponie asked, but her accusatory question was delivered with a smile.

“And so we are!” Abbot Braumin replied, huffing and puffing and sliding up to sit next to her. “Just us three.”

Jilseponie only sighed and closed her eyes.

“Now, you will never see the sail from that position,” Braumin teased her good-naturedly.

She opened one eye, staring hard at the monk. “The sail?”

“Why, yes, that is the spring moon, is it not, Master Viscenti?” Braumin asked dramatically.

Viscenti looked up and scratched his chin. “I do believe that it is, yes, father,” he answered.

Jilseponie knew when she was being teased, and, given that, she understood then to what sail Braumin was referring. She wouldn’t make it easy for him, though.

“I see many sails—or at least, masts,” she answered. “Though with Captain Al’u’met’s Saudi Jacintha sailing along the Mantis Arm, none of these are of any interest to me.”

“Indeed,” said Braumin. “It would not interest the Baroness of Palmaris if her King sailed to her city?”

“Alas for the kingdom, with such disrespect!” Viscenti chimed in, dramatically slapping his skinny forearm across his brow.

Jilseponie’s lips grew very tight, but in truth, it was a façade for her companions’ benefit, for she didn’t mind the needling. It was common knowledge that King Danube Brock Ursal did intend to spend this summer in Palmaris, as he had the last two, and the two before that—though on those first couple of occasions, he had arrived only to learn that the Baroness of the city had left her domain, traveling north to the Timberlands to summer with old friends. This year, like the last two, Danube had taken care to send advance warning of his arrival and to request that Jilseponie be present for his lengthy visit. As it was no secret to all the people that King Danube would grace their city once more this summer of God’s Year 839, so it was no secret to anybody in Palmaris—and in Ursal and in all the towns in between—that their King was not coming for any urgent state business nor even to ensure that Palmaris was running well under the leadership of the young Baroness. No, he was coming out of a personal motivation, one that went by the name of Jilseponie Wyndon.

“Do you suppose, dear brother, that this will be the summer when aloof Jilseponie at last allows King Danube to kiss her?” Braumin asked Viscenti.

“On the hand,” the skinny man replied.

“Then the side of your face will be wet when I slap you,” Jilseponie put in with a chuckle.

Both monks had a good laugh at that, but then Braumin’s expression grew serious. “You do understand that he will likely be more forward toward you with his intentions?” he asked.

Jilseponie looked away, back over the distant river. “I do,” she admitted.

“And how will you respond?” Braumin asked.

How indeed? she wondered. She liked Danube Brock Ursal well enough—who would not?—for the King had always been polite and fair and generous to her. Though he was several years older than she, near Braumin’s age, he was certainly not unpleasant to look at, with his dark hair and strong build. Yes, Jilseponie liked him, and would have had no second thoughts about agreeing to serve as his escort while he stayed in Palmaris, no second thoughts about allowing their relationship to develop, to see if love might blossom, except …

There was ever that one problem, Jilseponie knew, and clearly recognized. She had given her heart to another, to Elbryan Wyndon, her best friend, her husband, her lover, the man against whom she would ever measure all others and against whom, she knew, no others would ever measure up. She liked Danube sincerely, but she knew in her heart that she would never love him, would never love any man, the way she had loved Elbryan. Given that inescapable truth, would she be acting fairly if she accepted his proposal?

Jilseponie honestly didn’t know.

“Even Roger Lockless has come to see the union as a favorable event,” Brother Viscenti remarked, and this time Jilseponie’s scowl at him was not feigned.

“I—I did not mean …” the monk stammered, but his words withered, as did his heart, under her terrible gaze.

And Jilseponie did not relent for a long while. She understood the implications of all this, and, indeed, she knew that Roger Lockless, her best friend and closest adviser at Chasewind Manor, had changed his opinion of King Danube’s advances to her. So much so, in fact, that Roger and his wife, Dainsey, had left Palmaris before the first winter snows, bound for Dundalis, far to the north. Roger, a friend of dead Elbryan, had been adamant against Jilseponie’s having anything to do with the King or any other man—out of loyalty to Elbryan, Pony knew. But that position had softened gradually, over the course of the previous summer. Still, Jilseponie did not like Viscenti, or anyone else, using that sort of external pressure over what had to be, in the end, a decision based on her feelings. Yes, it might be a good thing for the common folk for her to wed King Danube and thus become queen of Honce-the-Bear. Certainly in that capacity she could act as mediator in the still-common squabbling between Church and State.

“Forgive my friend,” Abbot Braumin begged her a moment later. “We of the Church would certainly welcome your union with King Danube, should it come to pass,” he explained. “Of course, I would welcome it all the more if it was what was truly in Pony’s heart,” he quickly added as she scowled all the more fiercely.

Jilseponie had just begun to argue when Braumin had added the last sentence, and one word, “Pony,” surely stopped her short. That was her nickname, her most common name of many years ago, the one that, for a brief period, almost all of her friends and Elbryan’s used. After the onset of the plague, when Jilseponie had come to realize that she could not simply hide in Dundalis mired in her grief, she had purposefully abandoned the nickname, had taken on the more formal mantle of Jilseponie Wyndon. Now, to hear Braumin say it so plainly and so unexpectedly, it brought with it a host of images and memories.

“The King is not in Pony’s heart,” she said softly, all traces of her anger flown. “Never in Pony’s heart.”

Neither Braumin nor Marlboro seemed to catch her deeper meaning.

“And it seems that I must remind you, my friends, that I am officially of the State, not your Church,” Jilseponie added.

“We know the truth of that,” Brother Viscenti remarked with a wry grin.

“You are of both Church and State, it would seem,” Braumin quickly added, before Marlboro’s uncalled-for sarcasm could set her back on the defensive again. “You chose the position of State, of baroness, over any that the Church might have bestowed upon you, ’tis true; but in that capacity, you have worked to bring us together, in spirit and in practice.”

“Your Church would never have accepted me in any position of power without a tremendous fight,” Jilseponie said.

“I do not agree,” said Braumin. “Not after the second miracle of Mount Aida and the covenant of Avelyn. Even Fio Bou-raiy left that sacred place a changed man, left understanding the power and goodness of Jilseponie Wyndon. He would not have opposed your appointment to a post as great as abbess of St. Precious, even.”

Jilseponie didn’t respond; for in truth, she had heard the hollowness of her own proclamation that she was more of the State the moment she had spoken the words.

“Yet you chose to be baroness because in that capacity and with me, your friend, serving as abbot of St. Precious, you knew that you could do the most good,” Braumin went on. “And you chose wisely, as every person in Palmaris will attest. So again it will be for you to choose, weighing your heart against your desire to do great things for all the world. Doubt not that any ascension of Jilseponie Wyndon to the position of queen of Honce-the-Bear would be welcomed throughout the Abellican Church as a great blessing, a time of hope indeed for a brighter future!”

“The future of the Church looks bright already,” she reasoned.

“Indeed!” Braumin agreed. “For the covenant of Avelyn has brought many of our previously battling brothers together in spirit. For the time being, at least.”

There was a measure of ominousness in his last statement that perceptive Jilseponie did not miss.

“Father Abbot Agronguerre’s health is failing,” Braumin admitted. “He is an old man, growing tired, by all accounts. He may remain in power and in this world for another year, perhaps two, but doubtfully more than that.”

“And there is no clear successor,” Viscenti added. “Fio Bou-raiy will likely try for the position.”

“And I will back him,” Abbot Braumin quickly, and surprisingly, added.

“Will you not seek the nomination?” Jilseponie asked.

“I am still too young to win, I fear,” said Braumin. “And if I opted to try, I would be taking votes away from Bou-raiy, no doubt.”

“A man of whom you were never fond,” Jilseponie reminded him.

“But a far better choice than the alternative,” Braumin replied. “For if it is not Master Bou-raiy, then surely it will be Abbot Olin of St. Bondabruce of Entel, a man who did not partake of the covenant of Avelyn.”

“Entel is a long way from the Barbacan,” Jilseponie said dryly.

“A man who quietly supported Marcalo De’Unnero and his Brothers Repentant during the dark days of the plague,” Braumin went on, referring to the band of renegade monks led by the fierce De’Unnero—who was Jilseponie’s most-hated enemy. Never officially sanctioned by the Church, the Brothers Repentant spread trouble and grief throughout much of the kingdom, inciting riots and claiming that the plague was punishment from God for the irreverence of many people, particularly those followers of Avelyn in the Church and the heathen Behrenese.

Braumin’s startling claim gave Jilseponie pause.

“And so it will likely be that Master Fio Bou-raiy—or perhaps Abbot Olin, no fool and no stranger to the games of politics—will win. In either case, the smooth voyage of the Abellican Church might soon encounter an unexpected storm. Better it would be for us, for all, if Jilseponie Wyndon had assumed a position of even greater authority.”

Jilseponie stared at her two friends long and hard, recognizing that responsibility had indeed come a-calling once again. She spent a long moment considering King Danube again, for he was a good and decent man, a handsome man.

But she knew that she would never love him as she had loved Elbryan.
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Ten times my life span! Ten times! And for them, there is a promise of another life after this, while I’ll rot in the ground in blackness, not even knowing.

How could I not have been born Touel’alfar? Why this feeble human parentage, this curse, this sentence to a brief and fast-fading life, this invitation to nothingness? What unfairness to me! And doubly unfair that I have been raised among the Touel’alfar, these immortal beings, where the shortcomings of my heritage are so painfully obvious every moment of every day!

Lady Dasslerond told me the truth, told me that, unless some enemy or ill-timed disease fells me, I can expect to live six decades, perhaps seven or even eight, and that ten decades of life are not unknown among my kind. But no more than that. Dasslerond has seen the birth and death of six centuries, I have been told, and yet if I see one to completion, I will be rare and extremely fortunate among my kind. Likely she will still be around to witness my death.

Even worse, after six centuries, the lady of Caer’alfar seems as youthful and alive as the Touel’alfar much younger than she. She does not groan when she labors physically, but I have been told that I can expect to—and far sooner than my last days. I have lived for fourteen years and am barely an adult by human standards, though I am strong of limb and sharp of mind. I will flourish physically in my later teens and throughout my twenties, but after that, the decline will begin, slowly at first, throughout my fourth decade of life, then more rapidly.

What curse this?

How am I to experience all the wonders of the world? How am I to garner the memories of my companions, even those memories so trivial in the life span of a Touel’alfar but that would seem momentous to a short-lived human? How am I to unravel the mysteries of this reasoning existence, to sort out any kind of perspective, when my end will arrive so quickly?

It is the cruelest of jokes, to be born human. Would that I were of the people! That I were Touel’alfar! That I could find the wisdom of the ages by finding the increasing experiences of one such as Lady Dasslerond! I love my life, every moment of every day, and to think that I will be cold and dead in the ground while those around me are still young and vital tears at my heart and brings red anger to my eyes. Curse my human parentage, I say!

My guardians speak highly of my father, the great and noble Nightbird.

The dead Nightbird, cold and unknowing in the ground. For those few Touel’alfar who died in Nightbird’s lifetime, for Tuntun who fell in the attack against the demon dactyl in Mount Aida, there is another existence beyond this worldly life. They are in a place of beauty that overshadows even beautiful Andur’Blough Inninness, a place of wonderment and the purest joy. But for humans, so Dasslerond told me, there is only cold death and emptiness.

For, among the races of Corona, only the Touel’alfar, the demons, and the angels are immortal. Only these three can transcend their physical bodies.

Curse my human parents! I wish that I had never been born—for better that, better never knowing any of this, than to understand the cruel fate that awaits me!

Curse my parents.

—AYDRIAN OF CAER’ALFAR


Chapter 1
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The Second Dimension

“YOUR BODY IS THE CONDUIT,” LADY DASSLEROND EXPLAINED, TRYING VERY HARD to hide her exasperation. She leaned back against a birch tree, ruffling her nearly transparent elven wings and tossing her head carelessly, sending her golden locks back over her delicate shoulders. She was the only elf who truly understood the magical gemstones, having worked intimately with her powerful emerald for centuries. Thus, Dasslerond had taken on this part of young Aydrian’s training herself, the first time a human had ever been trained in the gemstone magic by one of the Touel’alfar.

The young man, nearly a foot-and-a-half taller than Dasslerond’s four-foot height, grimaced and clutched the gemstone, a lightning-producing graphite, all the tighter, as if he meant to squeeze the magical energy out of it. He was built much like his father, strong and muscular, with wide shoulders and corded muscles, but many of his features favored his mother—of whom he knew practically nothing.

At first, Dasslerond thought to correct him again, but when she noted the intensity on Aydrian’s face, she decided to allow him these moments of personal revelations. The lady of Caer’alfar could hardly suppress her grin as she watched the concentrating Aydrian—her Aydrian, the young human she believed would become the savior of her people. Though she wasn’t overfond of the lumbering, larger folk, Dasslerond could not deny that this one was handsome, with his thick shock of blond hair and his piercing blue eyes; his lips, full like those of his mother; and his jaw strong and square, a chin and chiseled cheekbones quite familiar to the lady who had overseen the training of Elbryan the Nightbird. Yes, this one had the best features of both his parents, it seemed, a beauty brought out all the more because he was growing up in the splendor of Andur’Blough Inninness, a place of health and vitality. In just the last year, Aydrian’s lanky frame had thickened considerably, his weight blossoming from a slight hundred and twenty pounds to a hundred and sixty and more, and not an ounce of it was fat. He was all sinew and muscle, all cords of strength; but unlike other humans, there was a suppleness to the young man’s muscles, an incredible flexibility that made his work with bi’nelle dasada all the more graceful.

Aydrian was far from finished growing, Dasslerond knew. His father had topped six feet, and so would Aydrian, and easily; and the lady suspected that he would range well on the other side of two hundred pounds. Yes, physically he would be a specimen—he already was!—to make people stop and stare. But his real strength, Dasslerond hoped, would be less visible, would be in the pure focus of his well-disciplined mind. He would outfight any man and any elf, any goblin or even the great giants; but a greater woe would befall his enemies when Aydrian combined this second talent, this training with the magical gemstones. His mother was among the most powerful stone users in all the world, so it was said; and so, Dasslerond demanded, would this Aydrian be.

He grimaced and groaned, squeezing the gemstone, calling to it, demanding of it that it let its energies flow forth.

“It is not a contest of wills—” Dasslerond started to say, but before she could finish, there came a sharp crackle of arcing blue light, snapping out of Aydrian’s hand and flickering downward to slam into the grass at his feet. The resulting report sent both the young man and the elven lady into the air. While Dasslerond caught herself and retained her balance by using her small wings, Aydrian came down hard, stumbling back and finally just allowing himself to tumble into a momentum-stealing backward somersault. He came to his feet, staring incredulously at the small gray gemstone, looking from it to the blackened spot on the green grass of the hillock.

Lady Dasslerond looked from the boy to the spot, at a loss for words. She knew that he had done it wrong, so very wrong! Gemstone magic was a cooperative interaction between the wielder and the stone, and the powers of an enchanted gemstone could not be pulled forth by brute force of will. And yet Aydrian had just done that, had just fought a battle of wills with an insentient energy … and had won!

Dasslerond looked at him then, at the smug, satisfied smile on his handsome face. Something else showed there, something the lady of Caer’alfar found strangely unsettling. She had watched the progress of dozens of rangers in her life, and always there would be a series of breakthroughs that the humans in training would realize. Those breakthroughs were often met with smiles of joy, sometimes with a grim nod, but always with a profound satisfaction, for the tests of the Touel’alfar were not easily passed. So it was with Aydrian now, his expression falling into the latter category more than the first, for there was no joy on his face. Just grim satisfaction and, the lady recognized, even something a bit more than that, something akin to the look of a heartless conqueror, supremely arrogant and taking more joy in the defeat of his enemy than in the attainment of any other goal. Logically, Lady Dasslerond knew that she shouldn’t have expected less from this young one—the elves had trained him from birth to be just that kind of force—but the look of sheer intensity on Aydrian’s face, the effort necessary for him to have forced out the gemstone powers in such a confrontational manner, gave Dasslerond definite pause.

There was an inner strength in this one beyond her expectations. Logically, and given the monumental task she had in mind for him, Dasslerond knew that to be a good thing, but still …

She started to go into her gemstone training litany again, the speech she had delivered to Aydrian several times already about working in unison with the powers of the stone instead of battling against them. But the lady was too tired of it all at that moment and too taken aback by the display she had just witnessed.

“You will work with the gemstones again, and soon,” she said finally, holding out her hand for Aydrian to give her back the graphite.

The young man’s blue eyes glowered fiercely for just a moment—an impetuous moment, but telling, Dasslerond realized, of his true desire to keep the stone. Clearly this work with the gemstones had awakened something within the boy, some deep emotion, a flicker, perhaps, of power beyond anything he had ever believed possible. And he wanted that power, the lady understood without the slightest doubt. He wanted to work it and master it and dominate it. That was good, for he had to be driven, had to achieve the very highest levels of power if her plans for him were to come to fruition. However, like the sheer willpower he had just shown in tearing the magic from the stone, this level of ambition, so clearly reflected in those striking and imposing eyes, warned Dasslerond of something potentially ominous.

The moment passed quickly, and Aydrian obediently walked over and placed the graphite in Dasslerond’s hand, offering only a shrug and a quick flash of a sheepish smile as he did.

Dasslerond saw that smile for what it was: a feint. If Aydrian’s true feelings at having to relinquish that gemstone had been honestly expressed in a smile, she figured, he would have had to grow fangs.

Brynn Dharielle was down in the field below him, tacking up Diredusk, the smallish but muscular stallion that Belli’mar Juraviel had brought to Andur’Blough Inninness for her training several years before. All the Touel’alfar were there this night as well, most sitting among the boughs of the trees lining the long, narrow field and many holding torches. Juraviel, whom the other elves were now calling Marra-thiel Touk, or Snow Goose—a teasing reference to his apparent wanderlust—and another elf, To’el Dallia, were on the field with Brynn, chatting with her, and probably, Aydrian figured, instructing her.

Because that’s what the elves always did, the young man thought with a smirk. Instruct and criticize. It was their unrelenting way. How many times Aydrian had wanted to look To’el Dallia, who was his secondary instructor after Lady Dasslerond—or even the great lady of Caer’alfar herself—square in the eye and scream for them to just leave him alone! Several times, particularly in the last year, such an impulse had been nearly overwhelming, and only Aydrian’s recollection that he really did not have much time—a few decades, perhaps—coupled with the understanding that he had much left to learn from the Touel’alfar, had kept his tongue in check.

Still, the boy, who thought of himself as a young man, would not always play by the rules of his “instructors.” Even on this moonlit night, for he had been explicitly told to stay away from Brynn’s challenge, had been told that this event was for her eyes and the eyes of the Touel’alfar alone.

Yet here he was, lying in the grass of a steep knoll above the narrow field. He had already congratulated himself many times for learning well the lessons the elves had taught him concerning stealth.

His thoughts turned outward a moment later, when Juraviel and To’el moved away from the saddled and bridled horse, and Brynn Dharielle—the only other human Aydrian had ever known, a ranger-in-training several years his senior—gracefully swung up into the saddle. She settled herself comfortably with a bit more shifting than usual—a certain indication of her nervousness, Aydrian knew—and shook her long hair from in front of her face. She didn’t look anything like Aydrian, which had surprised him somewhat because in his eyes most of the Touel’alfar looked much alike, and he had presumed that humans would resemble one another as well. But he was fair-skinned with light hair and bright blue eyes, while Brynn, of To-gai heritage, had skin the golden-brown color of quiola hardwood, hair the color of a raven’s wing, and eyes as dark and liquid as Aydrian’s were bright and crystalline. Even the shape of her eyes did not resemble his, having more of a teardrop appearance.

Nor did her body resemble his, though, as with Aydrian, Brynn’s years of superb training had honed her muscles to a perfect edge. But she was thin and lithe, a smallish thing, really, while Aydrian’s arms were already beginning to thicken with solid muscle. Elven males and females did not look so disparate, for all were thin, skinny even, and while the female elves had breasts, they didn’t look anything like the globes that now adorned Brynn’s chest.

Looking at her did something to Aydrian’s psyche, and to his body, that he could not understand. He hadn’t had much contact with her in his early days in Andur’Blough Inninness, but in the last couple of years, mostly because of Juraviel, she had become one of his closest companions. Of late, though, he often found himself wondering why his palms grew so sweaty whenever he was near her or why he wanted to inhale more deeply when he was close enough to her to catch her sweet scent …

Those distracting thoughts flew away suddenly as Brynn pulled back on Diredusk’s reins, urging the horse into a rear and a great whinny. Then, with the suddenness of a lightning strike, the young ranger whirled her mount and galloped down to the far end of the field. Another elf came out of the trees there, handing Brynn a bow and a quiver of arrows. Only then did Aydrian notice that six targets—man sized and shaped and colored as if they were wearing white flowing robes—had been placed along the opposite edge of the field.

The young man chewed his lower lip in anticipation. He had seen Brynn ride a few times, and truly she was a sight to behold, seeming as if she were one with her steed, rider and mount of a single mind. He had never seen her at work with the bow, but from what he had heard—or overheard, for he had listened in on many of Dasslerond’s conversations with Juraviel concerning the young woman—Brynn was spectacular.

It seemed to Aydrian, then, as if all the forest suddenly went quiet; not a night bird calling or a cricket chirping, not a whisper of the seemingly ever-present elf song. Even the many torches seemed supernaturally quiet and still, a moment of the purest tension.

Only then did young Aydrian appreciate the gravity of the night and the weight of his intrusion. This was no simple test for Brynn, he realized. This was something beyond that, some essential proving, a critical culmination, he suspected, of her training.

He had to consciously remind himself to breathe.

She saw the distant targets, mere silhouettes in the torchlight and moonlight. It somewhat unnerved Brynn that the elves had chosen to fashion these targets in the likeness of Behrenese yatols, the hated enemies of the To-gai-ru, like her parents. Their resentment of the eastern kingdom’s conquest of To-gai and of the yatols’ insinuation into every tradition, even religion, of the nomadic To-gai-ru, had led to her parents’ murder. The yatols served the Chezru chieftain, who ruled all Behren. He was, it was rumored, an eternal being, an undiminished spirit who transferred from aged body to the spirit of a soon-to-be-born Behrenese male child. Thus, the loyalists of To-gai hated the present Chezru chieftain as much as his predecessor, who had sent his armies swarming into To-gai.

The young ranger knew her duty to her homeland. And so, apparently, did the elves!

She inspected her quiver—they had given her only eight arrows—and Juraviel’s last words to her had been unequivocal: “One pass.”

Brynn pulled back on the bow, which had been fashioned of darkfern by a prominent elven bowyer. Its draw was smooth and light, but Brynn had no doubt that it could send the arrows flying with deadly speed and precision.

She checked the arrows again; all were of good design and strength, but one seemed exceptional. Brynn put this one to the bowstring.

“Are you ready, Diredusk?” she asked quietly, patting the small stallion’s strong neck.

The horse neighed as if it understood, and Brynn smiled despite her fears, taking some comfort in her trusted mount.

She took a deep breath, called to the horse again, and touched her heels to Diredusk’s flanks, the stallion leaping away, thundering across the field. She could have taken a slower approach, she knew, so that she could get several shots away before having to make her first turn, but she let her emotions guide her, her desire to do this to perfection, her need to impress Lady Dasslerond and Juraviel and the others, her need to vent her anger at the cursed Behrenese.

At full gallop, she let go her first shot, and the arrow soared to thunk into one of the targets. A second was away even as the first hit, with Brynn leaning low to the right of steady Diredusk’s neck; and then the third whistled off as the second hit home.

Another hit, but to her horror, Brynn heard Juraviel cry out that it was not a mortal wound.

She had to take up the reins then, bending Diredusk to the right, but she dropped them almost immediately as the horse turned, set another arrow to her bowstring, and let fly, scoring a second, and this time critical, hit on the third target.

She had corrected her slight error, but Brynn had lost valuable time and strides in the process. She grabbed the reins in the same hand that held her bow and pulled forth an arrow with her other hand. She turned Diredusk to the left, bringing the horse into a run parallel with the line of targets, straight across the narrow width of the field.

Brynn threw her left leg over the horse, balancing sidesaddle as she took aim and let fly.

The fourth target shook from the impact, and then the fifth, just as Brynn started her second left turn, back the way she had come.

She heard Juraviel start to cry out—no doubt to remind her that one remained alive—but the elf’s voice trailed away as Brynn executed a maneuver she had been practicing in private, one that the To-gai-ru warriors had long ago perfected. She stood straight on Diredusk’s left flank, with only her left foot in a stirrup, and facing backward!

Off went her seventh arrow, and then her last, just in case.

She needn’t have worried, for the first shot struck the last target right in the heart, and the second hit home less than an inch from the first!

Brynn rolled back over Diredusk’s back, settling easily into her saddle and slinging her bow over one shoulder.

Her smile was brighter than the light of the full moon.

Up on the hillock, Aydrian lay with his mouth open and his eyes growing dry, for he could hardly think to blink!

The younger ranger-in-training could not deny the beauty of Brynn Dharielle, nor the beauty and grace and sheer skill of her accomplishment this night. Whatever test the Touel’alfar might have intended for her, she had surely passed, and well enough to draw admiration, even awe, from her strict and uncompromising instructors. Aydrian could certainly appreciate that, would even be thrilled to see the elves flustered by the human’s incredible talent.

But at the same time, young Aydrian wished that he had a graphite gemstone in his possession that he might blow Diredusk right out from under the heroic Brynn.


Chapter 2
 [image: ]

Skewing the Cards

ALWAYS BEFORE, SHE HAD THOUGHT OF THIS TIME OF YEAR, THE SPRING, AS HER favorite, a time of renewal, of reaffirming life itself. But this year, like the last few, brought with it a springtime that Lady Constance Pemblebury of the court at Ursal dreaded. For King Danube—the man she so adored and the father of her two sons—was leaving again, as he did every spring, loading up his royal boat and sailing down the Masur Delaval to the city of Palmaris and that woman.

Baroness Jilseponie Wyndon. The very thought of her brought bile into Constance Pemblebury’s throat. On many levels, she could respect the heroic woman. Had their situations been different, Constance could imagine the two of them as friends. But now there was one little impediment: Danube loved Jilseponie.

He wasn’t even secretive about that anymore. In the last couple of years, he had often proclaimed his love for the woman to Duke Kalas, his closest friend, trusted adviser—along with Constance—and the leader of his Allheart Brigade. To his credit, King Danube had tried to spare Constance’s feelings as much as possible, never mentioning Jilseponie in Constance’s presence. Unless, of course, Constance happened to bring up the matter, as she had that morning, pleading with Danube to remain in Ursal this summer, practically throwing herself at his feet and wrapping her arms about his ankles in desperation. She had reminded him that Merwick, their oldest son, would begin his formal schooling in letters and etiquette this summer, and that Torrence, a year younger than his brother, at ten, would serve as squire for an Allheart knight. Wouldn’t King Danube desire to be present at Merwick’s important ceremony? After all, the boy was in line to inherit the throne, after Danube’s younger brother, Prince Midalis of Vanguard, and who knew what might befall Midalis in that northern, wild region?

So of course King Danube would want to personally oversee the training of one as important as Merwick, Constance had reasoned.

But Danube had flatly denied her request; and though he had tried to be gentle, his words had struck Constance as coldly as a Timberlands’ late winter rain. He would not stay, would not be denied his time with the woman he so loved.

It hurt Constance that Danube would go to Jilseponie. It hurt her that he no longer shared her bed, even in the cold nights of early winter when he knew that he would not see the Baroness of Palmaris for many months to come—and Constance found it humorous that even when he was in Jilseponie’s presence, Danube was not sharing her bed. What was even more troubling to her was that Jilseponie was still of child-bearing age, and any offspring of Danube’s union with her would surely put Merwick back further in the line of succession.

Perhaps Jilseponie would go so far as to force King Danube to oust Merwick and Torrence altogether from the royal line.

All of those thoughts played uncomfortably in Constance’s mind as she looked out from the northern balcony of Castle Ursal to the docks on the Masur Delaval and the King’s own ship, River Palace. Duke Bretherford’s pennant was flying high atop the mast this day, a clear signal that the ship would sail with the next high tide. That pennant seemed to slap Constance’s face with every windblown flap.

A strong breeze, she thought, to carry Danube swiftly to his love.

“You will not join King Danube on his summer respite?” came a strong voice behind her, shattering her contemplation. She swung about and saw Targon Bree Kalas, Duke of Wester-Honce, standing at the open door, one hand resting against the jamb, the other on his hip. Kalas was her age, in his early forties, but with his curly black hair, neatly trimmed goatee, and muscular physique, he could easily pass for a man ten years younger. His eyes were as sharp as his tongue and more used to glancing up at the sun and the moon than at a ceiling, and his complexion ruddy. He was, perhaps, Constance Pemblebury’s best friend. Yet, when she looked at him of late it only seemed to remind her of the injustice of it all; for while Kalas appeared even more regal and confident with each passing year, Constance could not ignore that her own hair was thinning and that wrinkles now showed at the edges of her eyes and her lips.

“Merwick will begin his formal training this summer,” Constance replied after she took a moment to compose herself. “I had hoped that the Duke of Wester-Honce would personally see to his initiation into the knightly ways.”

Kalas shrugged and grinned knowingly. He had already discussed this matter at great length with King Danube, the two of them agreeing that Merwick would be tutored by Antiddes, one of Duke Kalas’ finest commanders, until he reached the ability level suitable for him to begin learning the ways of warfare, both horsed and afoot. Then Duke Kalas would take over his supervision. Constance knew that, too, and her tone alone betrayed to Kalas her true sentiments: that he should not be going along with Danube when Danube was going to the arms of another woman.

And as Constance’s tone revealed that truth, so did Kalas’ grin reveal his understanding of it. The Duke’s constant amusement with her predicament bothered Constance more than a little.

Constance scowled and sighed and turned back to the rail—and noted that Danube’s ship was gliding away from the dock, while an escort of several warships waited out on the great river. Surprised, the woman turned, noting only then that Duke Kalas wasn’t dressed for any sea voyage, wasn’t dressed for traveling at all.

“Danube told me that you were to go along,” she said.

“He was misinformed,” the Duke answered casually. “I have little desire to lay eyes upon Jilseponie Wyndon ever again.”

Constance stared long and hard, digesting that. She knew that Kalas had tried to bed Jilseponie several years before—before the onset of the rosy plague, even—but he had been summarily rebuffed. “You do not approve of Danube’s choice?”

“He will make a queen of a peasant,” Kalas replied with a snort and without hesitation. “No, I do not approve.”

“Or are you jealous?” Constance asked slyly, glad to be able to turn the tables on Kalas for a bit. “Do you fear Jilseponie will not rebuff his approaches, as she rebuffed your own?”

Duke Kalas didn’t even try to hide a sour look. “King Danube will pursue her more vigorously this year,” he stated knowingly. “And I fear that she will dissuade his advances, insulting the King himself.”

“And you fear more that she will not,” Constance was quick to add.

“Queen Jilseponie,” Kalas remarked dramatically. “Indeed, that is a notion to be feared.”

Constance turned away, looking back out over the great city and the distant river, chewing her lips, for even to hear that title spoken caused her great pain. “There are many who would disagree with you—Danube, obviously, among them,” she said. “There are many who consider her the hero of all the world, the one who defeated the demon dactyl at Mount Aida, who defeated Father Abbot Markwart when he had fallen in evil, and who defeated the rosy plague itself. There are many who would argue that there is not another in the world more suited to be queen of Honce-the-Bear.”

“And their arguments would not be without merit,” Kalas admitted. “To the common people, Jilseponie must indeed seem to be all of that and more. But such rabble do not appreciate the other attributes that any woman must, of necessity, bring to the throne. It is a matter of breeding and of culture, not of simple swordplay. Nor do such rabble appreciate the unfortunate and unavoidable baggage that Jilseponie Wyndon will bring along with her to Ursal.”

He stopped abruptly, stalking over to stand at the railing beside Constance, obviously agitated to the point that Constance had little trouble discerning that he was jealous of Danube. Targon Bree Kalas, the Duke of Wester-Honce and the King’s commander of the Allheart Brigade, was not used to rejection. And though Jilseponie’s refusal had occurred a decade before, the wound remained, and the scab was being picked at constantly by the knowledge that Danube might soon hold her in his arms.

But there was something else, Constance knew, something that went even deeper. When she took a moment to consider the situation, it was clear to see. “Her baggage is her allegiance to the Abellican Church,” the woman reasoned.

“She is a pawn of Abbot Braumin Herde and all the other robe-wearing fools,” Kalas replied.

Constance stared at him incredulously until he at last turned to regard her.

“After all these years, you still so hate the Church?” she asked, a question that went back to an event that had occurred more than twenty years before. Kalas had been an upstart at the court of the young King Danube, often bedding Danube’s wife, Queen Vivian. When Queen Vivian had succumbed to an illness, despite the efforts of Abbot Je’howith of St. Honce and his supposedly God-given healing gemstones, Kalas had never forgiven Je’howith or the Church for not saving his beloved Vivian.

“You wear your hatred for the Church more obviously than the plume on your Allheart helm,” Constance remarked. “Has Danube never discovered the source of your bitterness?”

Kalas didn’t look back at her, just stared out at the city for a long, long while, then gave a little chuckle and a helpless shrug. Had King Danube ever learned of Vivian’s connection with Kalas? Would Danube, who had been busy bedding every courtesan in Ursal, Constance Pemblebury included, even care?

“He never loved Vivian as he loves Jilseponie,” Constance remarked. “He has been courting her so patiently for all these years—he will not even share my bed nor those of any others. It is all for Jilseponie now. Only for Jilseponie.”

Now Kalas did turn his head to regard her, but the look he offered was not one that Constance could have expected. “That is the way love is supposed to be,” he admitted. “Perhaps we are both wrong to show such scorn for our friend’s choice.”

“An epiphany, Duke Kalas?” Constance asked; and again, Kalas gave an honest shrug.

“If he loves her as you love him, then what is he to do?” the Duke calmly asked.

“We share two children!” Constance protested.

Kalas’ laugh cut her to the bone. It was well known in Ursal that King Danube had fathered at least two other children. In Honce-the-Bear, in God’s Year 839, that was nothing exceptional, nothing even to be given a second thought.

Now Kalas wore the same sly grin that she had first seen on his face this day. “Is it the loss of your love that so pains you?” he asked bluntly. “The mental image you must carry of Jilseponie in Danube’s arms? Or is it something even greater? Is it the possibility of greater loss that Jilseponie Wyndon will bring with her to Ursal? She is young, yet, and strong of body. Do you fear for Constance’s heart or Merwick’s inheritance?”

Constance Pemblebury’s lips grew very thin, and she narrowed her eyes to dart-throwing slits. The word both! screamed in her mind, but she would not give Duke Kalas the pleasure of hearing her say it aloud.

The shake of his head and his soft chuckle as he walked back into the palace told her that she didn’t have to.

Duke Bretherford, a smallish man with salt-and-pepper hair and leathery skin that was cracked and ruddy from years at sea, stood on the deck of River Palace, staring at the back of his good friend and liege, King Danube, and grinning; for the King’s posture was noticeably forward, with Danube leaning over the front rail.

So eager, he seemed.

And Duke Bretherford could certainly respect that, though he, like so many other nobles of Danube’s court, had grave reservations about the advisability of bringing a peasant into their circle to serve as queen. But Danube’s posture was surely comical, though it pained Bretherford even to think such mockery of his beloved King.

He took a deep breath and steadied himself, suppressing his mirth, and strode over to stand at the rail beside his king. Beyond, to the north and west, the long dock of Palmaris was in plain sight.

“Will she be there this year?” Bretherford asked.

King Danube nodded. “I sent messengers ahead, the first to inform Jilseponie that I would be journeying to Palmaris this summer and would desire her companionship and then the second, a week later, to confirm that she would indeed remain in the city.”

“Confirm?” Bretherford dared to ask. “Or to command her to do so?”

King Danube snapped his gaze the Duke’s way, but he could not retain his scowl when he saw his short, bowlegged friend’s smile. “I would not command her so, for what would be the gain? Other than to lay my gaze upon her, I mean, for that is ever a pleasure. But, no, Jilseponie assured my second courier that she would be in residence this summer.”

“Do you take that as a good sign that—” Bretherford started to say, but he paused and cleared his throat, realizing that he might be overstepping his friendship with King Danube, that he was, in effect, asking the King about his intentions.

If King Danube took any offense, he did not show it. He looked back out at the distant docks and the gray, fog-enshrouded city beyond. “Jilseponie has known much tragedy,” he said, “has known great loss and great love. I have sensed something blossoming between us, but it will not come swiftly. No, her wounds were not yet healed when last I saw her.”

“But when they are healed?” Duke Bretherford asked.

King Danube thought it over for a moment, then shrugged. “Then I will have her answer, I suspect, whatever that answer may be.”

“A painful delay,” the Duke remarked.

“Not so,” said Danube. “In most things, I am not a patient man. But for Jilseponie, I will wait as long as she needs me to wait, even if that means that I will spend decades of summering in Palmaris, pacing my throne room in Ursal throughout the dark of winter, just waiting for the weather to calm that I might go to her once again.”

Duke Bretherford hardly knew how to respond to that declamation, for he understood without any doubt that King Danube was not lying, was not even exaggerating. The man had waited so long already—and despite a host of courtesans, particularly Constance Pemblebury, practically kneeling outside his bedchamber door, begging entrance. It did the Duke of the Mirianic’s heart good to see his King so devoted, so obviously in love. Somehow that fact elevated Bretherford’s estimation of this man he already admired. Somehow, seeing this true and deep and good emotion in the King of Honce-the-Bear, the greatest man in all the world—and in Bretherford’s estimation, the closest, along with the father abbot of the Abellican Church, to God—ennobled Bretherford and affirmed his belief in things greater than this physical world. Danube’s love for Jilseponie seemed to him a pure thing, a higher truth than the mere physical lust that so permeated the streets of Ursal.

Still, she was a peasant.…

“It will be a fine summer,” King Danube remarked, as much to himself as to Bretherford, or to anyone else, and surely the King’s smile was one of sincerity.

“Greetings, Lady Pemblebury!” Abbot Shuden Ohwan cried with the exuberance of one obviously nervous when he saw Constance striding across the nave of the great chapel of St. Honce. The impish man had a tremendous lisp, one that made “greetings” sound more like “gweetings.” “All is in place for Prince Torrence’s acceptance of the Evergreen, I assure you, as I assured you last week. Nothing has changed for the ill, I pray! Oh no, not that, I pray, for it would be better to be done with the ceremony now, in the spring, before the inevitable host of weddings begin. Of course, your needs would supersede—”

“I have not come here to discuss the ceremony at all,” Constance interrupted, holding her hands up in a pleading gesture for the man to calm down. She knew that if she let Ohwan go on, she would likely spend the better part of an hour listening to his rambling. The man thought himself a great orator; Constance considered him the most complete idiot she had ever met. His rise to the position of abbot of St. Honce only confirmed for her that Duke Kalas’ disparaging attitude toward the Abellican Church was not without merit. True, St. Honce had been in a great fix those years before, when Abbot Hingas and several other masters had all died on the road to the distant and wild Barbacan, victims of a goblin raid on their journey to partake of the covenant of Avelyn. Old Ohwan was the highest ranking of the remaining masters. And, true, the man had been much more tolerable in his younger days—sometimes seeming even introspective—than after his ascension to the highest position. It seemed as if Ohwan had come to view his position as confirmation that everyone in the world wanted to hear his every thought spoken again and again.

Still, despite the circumstances that had brought him to the position, it seemed to Constance that the Church should have some way of removing him, especially since many of the younger brothers of St. Honce had blossomed into fine young masters.

Constance dismissed both these thoughts and her current disdain for Abbot Ohwan, reminding herself that it was in her best interests to keep this man, this easily manipulated fool, in a position of power. She looked at him as he stood there with his head tilted to one side, his tongue constantly licking his thin lips, his dull eyes staring at her; and she offered a warm smile, the source of which, in truth, was the fact that, at that moment, Abbot Ohwan looked very much to her like one of Duke Kalas’ less-than-brilliant hunting dogs.

“I expect that you will soon preside over a great wedding ceremony at St. Honce,” she said calmly.

“King Danube?” Abbot Ohwan dared to whisper, and Constance nodded.

“Oh, Lady Pemblebury!” the abbot cried and he fell over her, wrapping her in a great hug. “At last, he has come to see the value of the mother of his children. At last, our great King will assume the proper role as father to his princely sons!”

“The ceremony will not include me,” Constance scolded, pushing Ohwan back to arm’s length, and then she started to add You fool! but managed to bite it back. “King Danube has sailed north to Palmaris.”

“Official business,” Ohwan replied. “Yes, of course, we were informed.”

“Lust, and nothing more, fills the sails of River Palace,” Constance explained. “He has gone north to be beside Jilseponie Wyndon, the Baroness of Palmaris.”

“The savior of—”

“Spare me your foolishness!” Constance sharply interrupted. “Jilseponie Wyndon has done great good in her life, I do not doubt. But you do not know her as I know her, Abbot Ohwan. If she does become the next queen of Honce-the-Bear, then you can expect great changes in the structure of Ursal, particularly within St. Honce.”

“She has no power in the Abellican Church,” Ohwan argued. “No title at all …”

“No title, but do not underestimate her power,” said Constance. “And do not doubt that she will use that power to reshape St. Honce as she has done St. Precious in Palmaris.”

“That is Abbot Braumin’s province,” said Ohwan.

“Braumin, who owes his position to his relationship with Jilseponie Wyndon and nothing more,” Constance pointed out, and there was some truth to her point. In the days of Father Abbot Markwart, Braumin Herde had been a minor brother at St.-Mere-Abelle, the great mother abbey of the Abellican Church. In the ensuing split of the Church, Braumin had thrown his hand in fully with Jilseponie and Elbryan and with the cause of Avelyn Desbris, this new martyr whose actions in defeating the demon dactyl—and that after he had been declared a heretic by Markwart—had sent tremendous ripples throughout the Church. Braumin’s side had prevailed in that conflict, and the young monk had been rewarded with a position of power far beyond any that he could possibly have otherwise achieved, had he toiled another decade and more at St.-Mere-Abelle.

“Do not misunderstand me,” Constance went on. “Jilseponie Wyndon will prove a fine queen for King Danube and will serve the people of Honce-the-Bear well.”

“That is very generous of you,” Abbot Ohwan remarked.

“But she is not of noble breeding and has no knowledge of what it means to be a queen, let alone what it means to be a queen mother.” There, she had said it, straight out; the blank look on Ohwan’s face, his jaw dropping open, his eyes unblinking, told her that he had caught her point completely.

“I have heard rumors that she was … damaged,” Constance remarked.

“In her battle with Father Abbot Markwart on the field north of Palmaris,” Ohwan replied, for that tale was common knowledge. “When she lost her child, yes. I have heard much the same rumor.”

“See what more you can learn, I pray,” Constance asked. “Is Jilseponie barren?”

“You fear for Merwick and Torrence,” the abbot said.

“I fear for Honce-the-Bear,” Constance corrected. “It is one thing to have a peasant Queen, who can easily be controlled by a skilled court and King. It is quite another to have that peasant Queen bringing children, heirs, into the picture. Their blood and breeding will never suffice to assume the role that destiny puts in their path. Do you not remember the terrors of King Archibald the Red?” she finished dramatically, referring to a tyrant who had ruled in Honce-the-Bear in the sixth century, born of a peasant Queen with a bitterness toward those of higher station. Taking the cue from his mother, Archibald had tried to invert the entire social structure of the kingdom, seizing land from noblemen to give to peasants and filling his court with uncouth farmers, all with disastrous consequences. The nobility had turned against Archibald, resulting in a five-year civil war that had left the kingdom broken and devastated.

Abbot Ohwan knew that history well, Constance could see from the horrified look on his face.

“It would be better for all if Merwick remained in the line of succession, do you not agree?” she asked bluntly.

“Indeed, my lady,” Abbot Ohwan said with a bow. “I will inquire of St.-Mere-Abelle and St. Precious to see what I might learn of Jilseponie’s condition.”

“The better for us all if her battle against Father Abbot Markwart left permanent scars,” Constance said with a coldness that made Ohwan shiver. The woman turned on her heel and strode out of the chapel, leaving a very shaken Abbot Ohwan behind.


Chapter 3
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The Ugly Face in the Mirror

THE HEAVY AXE SWOOPED FROM ON HIGH, ARCING OUT AND DOWN IN FRONT OF him, to hit the log at a perfect angle to split it in two, sending both pieces tumbling to the side of the stump. Without even bothering to pick them up, the strong man grabbed another log and set it in place, leaving it rocking atop the stump. The shaky movement hardly mattered, for the axe descended in one swift and fluid motion, and two more halves fell to the stump sides.

Another log followed, and then another, and then the woodcutter had to pause and sort out the timber piles, tossing the cut pieces twenty feet to a huge woodpile.

The morning air was chill—even more so to the man, for his chiseled body was lathered in sweat—but that hardly seemed to bother him. Indeed, if he even felt the chill, he didn’t show it, just went on chopping with more focus than seemed possible.

He was nearly fifty years old, though no one watching him would guess his age at even forty. His muscles were hard, his skin tight, and his eyes shone with the fire of youth. That was his blessing and his curse.

Another log, another two halves. And then another and another, on and on throughout the early morning, a rhythmic snapping noise that was nothing out of the ordinary for the dozen and three other hardy folk of Micklin’s Village, an obscure cluster of cottages on the western frontier of Honce-the-Bear. A group of rugged and uncouth men inhabited the village, spending eleven months of the year out in the Wilderlands, hunting for furs and then traveling back to civilization for one month to a great and bawdy party and market.

No, ever since this man Bertram Dale—though that was likely an alias, they all knew, much like those used by more than half the men in town, outlaws all—had come to Micklin’s Village, the rhythmic sound of wood chopping had become the rooster’s crow for the place. Every morning, in pelting rain, driving snow, winter’s cold, or summer’s heat, Bertram Dale had been out at his work. He had made himself useful in many ways in addition to cutting the wood for the whole village. He had also become Micklin’s Village’s cook, tailor, and, best of all, weapon smith, showing the huntsmen fabulous techniques for honing their weapons to a fine edge. Curiously, though, Bertram had never shown any interest in hunting, which was easily the most lucrative trade to be found in the region. As time had passed and he had made himself useful to the others, every one of them had offered to take him out and show him how to track and hunt the game of the area: the raccoons, the dangerous wolverines, the otters, the beavers, and the wolves.

But Bertram would hear nothing of it. He was content, he said, chopping and cooking and performing his other duties about the village. At first, some had whispered that the man must be afraid to go into the forest, but that talk had quickly faded as each man in turn came to understand part of the truth about this curious newcomer. Bertram understood weaponry better than any of them; he was as strong as any—including Micklin himself, who was at least a hundred pounds heavier than Bertram—and he had a grace about his movements that could not be denied. Lately the whispers had turned from ones of derision to curiosity, with most now reasoning that Bertram must have been a soldier in the great Demon War of a decade before. Perhaps he had seen some horrors, some whispered, that had driven him out here away from the civilized lands. Or perhaps he had deserted his company in battle, others wondered, and was on the run.

In any case, Bertram had surely been a godsend of gossip for the often-bored folk of Micklin’s Village. He hardly seemed to care about the whispers and the rumors, just quietly went about his work every day, restocking the woodpile with freshly cut timber after cords had been stacked beside each of the six buildings in the village.

Bertram paused in his work to watch the huntsmen go out this morning and to take a deep drink of water from the pail he had set out by the chopping block, pouring more over his iron-hard torso than he actually got in his mouth.

All the huntsmen called out to him as they headed off, with many offering, as they offered every day, to take him along and show him the trade.

But Bertram politely declined every offer with a smile and a shake of his head.

“I can show ye good,” the last man called. “Inside a month, I’ll have ye better than half the fools in Micklin’s!”

Again Bertram only smiled and shook his head, not letting on in the least how perfectly ridiculous he thought those words to be. Within a month, indeed! For this man who called himself Bertram Dale knew that he could outhunt any man in the village already and that he could outfight any two of them put together with ease. It wasn’t lack of skill that kept him from the forest and the hunt; it was fear. Fear of himself, of what he might become when the smell of blood was thick in his nostrils.

How many times, he wondered, had that happened to him over the last few years? How many times had he settled into a new home—always on the outskirts of the civilized lands—only to be on the run again within a short time, a month or two, because that inner demon had freed itself and had slaughtered a villager?

As much as the fear of being caught and killed, Bertram hated the killing, hated the blood that indelibly stained his warrior’s hands. He had never been a gentle man, had never been afraid of killing his enemies in battle, but this …

This was beyond tolerance. He had killed simple farmers, had killed the wives of simple farmers, had killed even the children of simple farmers!

And with each kill had come more self-loathing and an even greater sense of helplessness and hopelessness.

Now he was in Micklin’s Village, a place inhabited only by strong, able-bodied huntsmen. He had found a daily routine that kept him fed and sheltered and away from the temptations of his inner demons. No, Bertram Dale would not go out on those hunts, where he might smell blood, where he might go into a murderous frenzy and find himself on the run yet again.

How many villages were there on the western borderlands of Honce-the-Bear?

The axe arced down, cleanly splitting another log.

He had it all cut and piled by mid-morning. He was alone in the village then and would be until late afternoon, likely. He did a quick circuit of the area to ensure that no one was about, then stripped to his waist in a small square between four of the buildings.

He took a deep breath, letting his thoughts drift back across the years and the miles, back to a great stone fortress far to the east, a bastion of study and reflection, of training and piety.

A place called St.-Mere-Abelle.

He had spent well over a decade of his life there, training in the ways of the Abellican Order and in the arts martial. He had been an Abellican master, and his fame had approached legend. Before taking the name of Bertram Dale, and several other names before that, he had been Marcalo De’Unnero, master of St.-Mere-Abelle. Marcalo De’Unnero, abbot of St. Precious. Marcalo De’Unnero, Bishop of Palmaris. He had been named by most who had seen him in battle as the greatest warrior ever to bless St.-Mere-Abelle—or any other abbey, for that matter.

He fell into a crouch, perfectly balanced. His hands began weaving in the air before him, drawing small circles, flowing gracefully out in front and to the sides.

So many had bowed before him, had respected him, had feared him. Yes, that was his greatest pleasure, he had to admit to himself. The fear in the eyes of his opponents, of his sparring partners, when they looked upon him. How he had enjoyed that!

Now his hands worked faster, over and under each other, weaving defensive circles with such speed and precision that little would ever find its way through to strike him. Every so often, he would cut the circle short and snap off a wicked punch or a stiff-fingered jab in front or to either side or even, with a subtle and sudden twisting step, behind him. In his mind’s eye, he saw his opponents falling before his deadly strikes.

And they had indeed fallen to him, so many times! Once during his tenure at St.-Mere-Abelle, the abbey had been attacked by a great force of powries, and he had leaped into the middle of one group, fighting bare-handed, dropping the sturdy bloody-cap dwarves with heavy blows and kicks that stole their breath or precision strikes that jabbed through tender eyes to tear at brain matter, leaving the dwarves twitching on the cold ground.

That had been his truest realization of joy, he thought; and his movements increased in tempo and intensity, blocking and striking, first like a snake, then like a leaping and clawing lion, then like a kicking stork. To any onlooker, the former monk would have seemed a blur of motion, his movements too quick to follow, taut limbs snapping and retracting in the blink of an eye. This was his release, his litany to stay the rage that knew no true and lasting release. How far he had fallen! How much his world had been shattered! Father Abbot Markwart had shown him new heights of gemstone power, had shown him how to engage the power of his favored stone, the tiger’s paw, more fully. With that stone, Marcalo De’Unnero had once been able to transform his arm into the killing paw of a tiger; with Markwart’s assistance, the transformation had taken on new dimensions, had been complete.

But in that mutation, De’Unnero’s body had somehow apparently absorbed the gemstone, the tiger’s paw, and now its magical energies were an indelible part of his very being. He was no longer human—he didn’t even seem to be aging anymore! He had only come to this realization very recently, for he had previously assumed that his superb physical training was merely giving him the appearance of youth. But now he was forty-nine years old, with the last decade spent in the wilderness, in harsh terrain and climate. He had changed in appearance, in complexion, and in the cut of his hair, but the essence of his physical body was still young and strong, so very strong.

De’Unnero understood the implications. He was no longer truly human.

He was the weretiger now, the beast whose hunger could not be sated. When he had come to realize that this inner power could not be completely controlled, De’Unnero understood it to be a curse, not a blessing. He hated this creature he had become more than anything in all the world. He despised himself and his life and wanted nothing more than to die. But, alas, he could not even do that, for, as he had merged with the powers of his tiger’s paw, so had he merged with another stone, a hematite, the stone of healing. Any injuries he now sustained, no matter how grievous, mortal or not, mended completely and quickly.

As if in response to that very thought, De’Unnero leaped into the air, spinning a complete airborne circle, his feet lashing out with tremendous kicks, first one, then a second that slammed the side of a building. He landed lightly, bringing himself forward over his planted feet in a sudden rush and snapped out his hands against the hard logs repeatedly, smashing, splintering wood, tearing his skin and crushing his knuckles. He felt the burning pain but did not relent, just slammed and slammed again, punching that wall as if breaking through it would somehow free him of this inner curse, would somehow break him free of the weretiger.

His hands swelled and fiery explosions of pain rolled up his arms, but still he punched at that wall. He leaped and kicked, and would have gone on for a long time except that then he felt the inner callings. Then he felt the mounting power, the rage transformed—and transforming him into the killing half-human, half-feline monstrosity.

Marcalo De’Unnero pulled back immediately, fighting for control, refusing to let loose the beast. He staggered backward until he banged into the wall of the opposite building, then slumped down to the ground, clutching his hands to his chest, curling up his legs, and yelling out a denial of the weretiger—a denial of himself, of all his life.

Sometime later, the former Abellican brother pulled himself to his feet. He wasn’t concerned with his wounds, knowing that they would be almost fully mended by the time any of the huntsmen returned. He went about his chores but only did those that were essential, for his mind wandered back to his emotional explosion in the small courtyard. He had almost ruined this new life he had found, and though it wasn’t really much of a life by Marcalo De’Unnero’s estimation, it seemed like one of his very few choices.

He wandered out around mid-afternoon, over to the woodpile, and then, knowing that the supply of logs could always be increased, decided to go out into the forest to retrieve some more, despite the waning daylight.

De’Unnero didn’t like being away from the village at this hour, for there were too many animals about, too many deer, smelling like the sweetest prey, tempting the weretiger to break loose and devour them. Rarely did he venture out after mid-afternoon; but this day he felt as if he had something to prove to himself.

Long shadows splayed across the ground before him, their sharp edges gradually fading to an indistinct blur as the daylight dimmed to twilight. De’Unnero found a dead tree and hit it with a running, flying kick that laid it on the ground. He hoisted one end and started dragging it back the few hundred yards to Micklin’s Village but stopped almost immediately, catching a scent. He dropped the end of the log and stood very still in a balanced crouch, sniffing the air with senses that suddenly seemed very much more keen.

A movement to the side caught his attention, and he knew even as he turned that way that he, the human, would never have noticed it. He realized that meant the weretiger was rising within him, was climbing out along a trail of that sweetest of scents.

The doe came into view, seemingly oblivious of De’Unnero, dipping her head to chew the grass, then biting the low leaves of a maple, her white tail flipping up repeatedly.

How easy it would have been for De’Unnero to succumb to the call of the weretiger, to allow the swift transformation of his physical being, then leap away to his waiting meal. He would have the deer down and dead in a few heartbeats. Then he could feast upon the blood and the tender flesh.

“And then I would rush back to Micklin’s Village and find fifteen more meals set at my table!” the former monk said loudly, growling in anger at his moment of weakness—and the deer leaped away at the sudden sound of his voice.

Then came the most difficult moment of all, that instant of flight, that sweetest smell of fear growing thick in his nostrils. The weretiger caught that scent so clearly and leaped for it, rushing through the man, trying to steal his humanity and bring forth the deeper and darker instincts.

But De’Unnero was ready for the internal assault, had come out here specifically for this moment of trial. He clenched his fists at his sides and began a long and low growl, a snarl of denial, fighting, fighting.

The scent receded as the deer bounded far away, out of sight, and so, too, did the urging of the weretiger.

Marcalo De’Unnero took a long, deep breath, then picked up his tree trunk and started off for Micklin’s Village. He found some satisfaction in the victory, but he realized that it truly signified nothing, that his little win here had been on a prepared battlefield against a minor foe. How might he have responded if the deer had come upon him unexpectedly, perhaps in the village when he had been letting loose his rage? How might he respond if he found himself in a fight against a bear or a vicious wolverine or, even worse, another human? A skilled human, and not one he could easily dispatch before the beast screamed for release?

Could he suppress the weretiger then?

Marcalo De’Unnero knew that he could not, and so he understood his victory out here to be symbolic and nothing more, a small dressing to tie over his wounded pride.

Some of the huntsmen were back in the village by the time he arrived, yelling at him for their supper, with one tossing a wild goose at his feet.

There was that smell of blood again, but now De’Unnero was merely Bertram Dale, a woodcutter and a cook.

He went off quietly to prepare the meal.


Chapter 4
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Glory and Immortality

“I WATCHED YOU,” AYDRIAN ANNOUNCED BLUNTLY AND BOLDLY WHEN HE AND THE older ranger-in-training found some time alone out in the forest beyond the elven homeland of Caer’alfar.

Brynn looked at him with a hint of curiosity but with no outward sign that the bravado in his tone, the subtle insinuation that he somehow had something over her, was bothering her—or could bother her—in the least.

“When you were riding and shooting the arrows,” Aydrian explained.

There came a slight and swift flash of an angry sparkle in Brynn’s dark eyes. “I practice my jhona’chuk klee, my tü’equest-martial every day for hours and hours,” she said, mustering complete calm and using first the To-gai phrase, then the elven one for battling from horseback. “And most of that warrior training in To-gai fashion involves the use of my horse and my bow. The sessions are not secret, as far as I have been told.” She seemed almost bored as she finished—indeed, she yawned and looked away.

But Aydrian could read her, could read anyone, better than that; and he saw Brynn’s nonchalance for the dodge that it was. “I saw you on the field with the elves,” he needled her, taking great pleasure in watching her fighting to maintain that sense of confidence and calm. “Only eight arrows for six targets, and that with an unfair call against the value of one of your hits.”

Brynn kept her expression calm and content for a few moments longer, but then a hint of a shadow crossed her brown-skinned face, and that flash in her dark eyes revealed itself once more. “Do the Touel’alfar know that you witnessed the challenge?” she asked quietly.

Aydrian shrugged as if it did not matter, but then Brynn turned the tables on him, put him into an uncomfortable position, by remarking matter-of-factly, “Well, they likely know now, since you spoke it aloud in Andur’Blough Inninness, and we both realize that little we say or do in this elven valley can escape the notice of the Touel’alfar. Likely, your every word was heard clearly, and the message is well on its way to Lady Dasslerond.”

Aydrian’s smug smile changed into a grimace and then a frown. “They did not tell me that I could not watch the challenge,” he vehemently protested.

Brynn only smiled in reply, marveling at the great paradox that she recognized within young Aydrian. He was unparalleled in his skills, the humble Brynn readily admitted, exceeding the limits of every previous ranger, his own legendary father included. He could beat her in sparring almost every time—and it had been that way for several years. Furthermore, though he was not yet fourteen, he could beat many of the elves, which flustered them profoundly. Many times, rangers preparing to depart Andur’Blough Inninness could defeat most or all of the elven warriors, but always before, that had been because of the greater size and strength possessed by humans. Not so with Aydrian. He was bigger than any of the Touel’alfar, but his muscles were still young. For the first time, the Touel’alfar were losing to a human, time and again, because he was quicker with the blade and more cunning in his attacks. Brynn could outride him and could shoot a bow as well as Aydrian. In tracking and handling animals, she was certainly as good as any, but in every other aspect of ranger training—from fighting to fire building to running to climbing—this young man, five years her junior, knew no equal.

In so many ways, Aydrian was as polished as any of the warriors the Touel’alfar had loosed upon the world—more polished—yet every now and then, something would happen, some comment or situation, that revealed the vulnerability and the youth of the ranger-in-training. His protest that he hadn’t been forbidden to watch the challenge had been exactly that type of revealing remark, Brynn knew. It was not the protest against an injustice of an adult but the whine over a technicality so common from a child. Brynn enjoyed these moments when Aydrian reminded her that he was human—and she enjoyed them more for his sake than for the sake of her pride.

“You are almost done,” Aydrian stated then, quickly changing his tone to one more melancholy.

“Done?”

“Your training,” the young man explained. “If Lady Dasslerond brought everyone out to watch your exhibition, then it seems likely that you are nearing the end of your training. In fact, I think that you might have already finished the training. I know not what is left for you, but you are almost done and will be leaving Andur’Blough Inninness soon.”

“You cannot know that for certain,” said Brynn, but she didn’t really disagree, for she had suspected the same thing. Belli’mar Juraviel had spoken to her concerning something called a “naming,” but as usual the elf had been elusive when she had tried to press him for details. Brynn suspected that that ceremony, whatever it was, would mark the end of her days in the elven valley.

Aydrian just smirked at her.

Brynn flashed a smile at him. “You are likely right,” she admitted. “There is great turmoil in my homeland, and I suspect that Lady Dasslerond would like to send me back there in time to make a difference.”

Aydrian’s expression was one of curiosity and even confusion.

“Many years ago, my people, the To-gai-ru, were conquered by the Behrenese,” Brynn explained. “It is a situation that cannot be allowed to continue.”

“I know the tale,” Aydrian reminded her, and his tone also reminded her that she had told him of the Behrenese conquest of To-gai countless times over the last few years—ever since Lady Dasslerond had started allowing the two some time together.

“You are to be a ranger in To-gai, then,” Aydrian remarked.

“That is the land I know,” said Brynn. “I understand the ways of the great oxen and the high tundra lions, of the black-diamond serpent and the wild horses. Never did I doubt that my tenure with the Touel’alfar would end with my return to To-gai, my land, my home, my love.”

Aydrian nodded, but then put on a curious expression that Brynn did not miss. Nor did his perplexed look confuse her. Aydrian was wondering where he might go at the end of his training, she knew, for he had no home to return to. He didn’t even know where he had been born: what kingdom, what city. Nor did Brynn. Lady Dasslerond had made Brynn’s ultimate mission quite clear to her early in her days in Andur’Blough Inninness, and Brynn suspected they had a plan for Aydrian as well, though it seemed less obvious to her and, apparently, to the boy.

“You will go back and patrol the tundra about a To-gai village,” Aydrian reasoned, “protecting the folk from dangerous animals and monsters … Are there any monsters in To-gai? Goblins or giants?” he added. His eyes sparkled, for the young warrior always liked to hear stories about the many monsters of the world and of the heroes, particularly the rangers, who dealt with them.

“Many monsters,” Brynn replied, getting that faraway look that always came over her when she started talking about her beloved homeland. “Great mountain yetis and many goblins. Tundra giants with skin the color of the brown turf, who hide in covered holes and spring out upon unwary travelers!” She said the last quickly and excitedly, leaping at Aydrian; and the younger warrior jumped in surprise, though not very high, just enough to put himself into a defensive posture.

Yes, he is a warrior, Brynn thought; calm and confident.

“Many monsters,” she went on a moment later, “but none as plentiful or as dangerous as the Behrenese.”

“The desert dwellers,” remarked Aydrian, who was not unversed in the religions and peoples of the human kingdoms. “The men who follow the yatol priests.”

“The demons who call the Chezru chieftain their god-king,” Brynn clarified. “Far too long has their smell infected the clean air of To-gai!”

Aydrian looked around nervously. “Beware that those same elven ears you say have heard my words now hear your own,” he said.

“Beware?” Brynn asked with a chuckle. “Lady Dasslerond understands my intent completely. I have been trained to lead the revolution against the Behrenese, and that is my first and foremost duty.”

Aydrian wore that confused expression once again. “In all that I have learned in Andur’Blough Inninness, I have come to know that the affairs of men and the affairs of the Touel’alfar are not usually one and the same,” he said. “You will be named, you say, and so you will become a full ranger. You will have been given a great gift by Lady Dasslerond, in her eyes. How, then, will the lady allow you to use that gift in the affairs of men? Does that not go against the very precepts of the Touel’alfar? I do not—”

Brynn interrupted him with an upraised hand and a smile. “Most rangers are trained as guardians against the encroachment of the wilderness,” she agreed. “That was the way of your father, Nightbird, though his path led him to one of the greatest conflicts between the men of Honce-the-Bear in the history of the world. But my adoption by the Touel’alfar was not an ordinary thing; I was not taken to become a typical ranger. Lady Dasslerond rescued me from my captors, those devil yatols who murdered my parents and all my village, with the intent that one day I would return not only to avenge those deaths but also to lead my people from the slavery they have known since the cursed Behrenese came to us.”

Aydrian leaned forward as he listened to every word, obviously engrossed in this twist in the tale. He knew some of Brynn’s history, but not until this very moment had he garnered any idea at all that Brynn Dharielle had some special purpose in life beyond becoming a typical ranger. She went on, then, speaking of the yatols and the former chieftains of the To-gai-ru, the proud men and women who led the nomadic steppe people in ways, spiritual and physical, older than either the yatol or the Abellican religions. She talked of the To-gai-ru spiritual rituals, and many sounded to Aydrian similar to the prayers that the Touel’alfar had been teaching him and Brynn. Indeed, the young man came to understand, as Brynn already understood, that much of To-gai culture bore a striking resemblance to the ways of the Touel’alfar.

Brynn’s voice changed noticeably as she recounted again to Aydrian those horrible last days of her village, when she had witnessed the beheading of her father and the rape and murder of her mother. She came through that difficult recounting well, as she always did. The scars were lasting, but under the tutelage of the Touel’alfar, Brynn Dharielle explained, she had learned to channel her emotions into optimistic plans for the future.

And what a future she envisioned and now described to Aydrian! Nothing less than a revolution to expel the Behrenese from the steppes of To-gai, to drive the invaders back to the desert sands of their own homeland, and to rid To-gai of the ever-deepening ties to the yatol religion.

“Freeing my own people from the trap of lies that is yatol will perhaps prove my most difficult task,” Brynn explained, her tone somber and melancholy. “Many of my people have grown up knowing only the yatol prayers—they do not remember the old ways.”

“But your parents held to those ways long after the Behrenese conquered the country,” Aydrian reasoned.

“As did all of my tribe,” said Brynn, “and many other tribes, scattered throughout the steppes, praying in secret and meeting, all of us, at the ancient religious shrines to celebrate our holiest days. Someone told the Behrenese of my parents and their friends, I am sure. Someone told the yatol priests of our sacrilege, and so they came down upon us with a great force.” Despite all her disciplined training, despite channeling all that anger into grand plans, Brynn Dharielle betrayed her seething rage at that moment. Aydrian understood that if she ever learned the identity of the traitor, that man would be better off if he was already dead!

The moment of anger passed quickly, as Brynn began talking again of restoring To-gai to what it once was, a place of many tribes, united in spirit and living in peace. How wonderful might that first To-gai winter festival be when all the peoples of the steppes gathered in the ancient city of Yoshun Magyek to join hands and sing the “Ber’quek Jheroic Suund,” the “Song of the Cold Night”!

Aydrian’s interest grew as Brynn spoke of the revolution, of the great heights her people would ascend to overthrow their oppressors. It occurred to the young warrior that if she succeeded Brynn Dharielle’s name would live on in the history of the To-gai-ru for centuries to come. It occurred to Aydrian that Brynn Dharielle’s name would live on beyond the end of Lady Dasslerond’s days.…

He didn’t know it then, but that thought, that notion of immortality through glory, sank very deeply into the heart of young Aydrian Wyndon.

When Brynn finished, she sat perfectly still and quiet, staring ahead, though it was obvious to Aydrian that she was not seeing anything in front of her, that she was looking far away and far back in time and into the future all at once.

“I still do not understand,” Aydrian remarked a short while later. “Always I hear Lady Dasslerond proclaim that the affairs of men are not the affairs of the Touel’alfar, and always she makes it obvious that you and I, as humans, are far below the Touel’alfar. Why would she care for To-gai and the To-gai-ru? Why are the problems of your people the problems of the Touel’alfar; and if they are not, then why would she want you to return and begin such a war?”

“She fears the yatols,” Brynn answered. “Or rather, she considers the potential problems they might one day cause. Lady Dasslerond has had her eyes turned southward to the great mountain range known as the Belt-and-Buckle for many years now, though I know not why, and she would greatly prefer that the To-gai-ru—whose tales of the Jyok ton’Kutos, the Touel’alfar, speak of them whimsically or as beneficent spirits—ruled the southern slopes of the mountains. Always, my mother would tell me tales of the Jyok ton’Kutos or the Jynek ton’Kutos, the light elves and the dark elves, and she told those tales with a warm smile. We, of all the humans, are the most akin to the elven peoples. So my mother would always say; and now that I have come to know the Jyok ton’Kutos intimately, I believe that she was correct. Certainly the To-gai-ru are more akin to Lady Dasslerond’s people than are the Behrenese or the white-skinned folk of Honce-the-Bear. Your people, like the Behrenese, try to shape the land to fit their needs, while the To-gai-ru find pleasure in the land that is.”

Aydrian looked at her as if he did not understand—which he did not, of course, since he had little idea of what “his” people of Honce-the-Bear might be like. The Touel’alfar had told him some of the history, of course, and had described the great cities to him—and how Aydrian wanted to go and see those cities! But the only tales he knew of “his” people were those his elven teachers had told him, and Aydrian was developing a pretty good sense now that not everything the Touel’alfar told him was necessarily true.

“If Lady Dasslerond has any ideas of traveling to that southern mountain range,” Brynn went on, “then better for her, or for any she chooses to send, that the yatols were long gone from the area.”

“You know this?” Aydrian asked, his eyes narrowing with curiosity. “She will leave Andur’Blough Inninness? Or will send others to the south?”

Brynn shrugged. “I merely assume it,” she admitted. “For why else would the leader of the Touel’alfar care for the plight of the To-gai-ru?”

“Perhaps Lady Dasslerond would simply prefer that there were fewer humans in her world,” Aydrian replied bluntly. “What better way to bring about that than to start a war?”

Brynn glanced around nervously, her horrified expression showing that she believed Aydrian had just stepped way over the bounds of propriety.

He shrugged in response, somewhat nonchalantly. “I do not pretend to understand the desires of the Touel’alfar,” he said. “You do, it seems, but have you learned that much more of them in your few extra years of training?”

Brynn looked at him hard.

“Or do you just need to think the best of them?” Aydrian asked.

“They are my family,” the young woman replied.

“Your masters,” Aydrian was quick to correct. “And while you might consider them your family, they certainly do not think the same of you. Or of me, or of any other humans. Even my father, Nightbird. Yes, they speak of him reverently and say what a great ranger he was. But even his heroic deeds cannot elevate him to the status of the Touel’alfar—not in the eyes of the Touel’alfar, at least.”

Brynn’s lips grew very thin—for she knew he was right, Aydrian realized, and it pleased him to be right.

“They are the only family I have,” said Brynn again. “And the only family you have.”

“Then I have no family,” said Aydrian. The words coming out of his mouth proved as much an epiphany for Aydrian as for Brynn.

“How can you speak ill of those who saved your life?” Brynn scolded. “Of those who gave you life in every way except birth? Of those who are giving you skills that will elevate you above the masses of our race?”

“But will never lift me to the very bottom ranks of their race,” Aydrian was quick to point out. “If I consider Lady Dasslerond my family, then it is a false hope for me, since she will never consider me the same.”

“The Touel’alfar have great fondness for the rangers,” said Brynn.

“As you have for Diredusk,” Aydrian countered.

Brynn started to respond, but gave a great sigh and let it go. She couldn’t hope to convince Aydrian. From his perspective, his words were true enough. Brynn knew the reality of being a human among the Touel’alfar as surely as did her young counterpart. Indeed, the elves did consider themselves superior to humans or any other race. Even the words of Belli’mar Juraviel, Brynn’s mentor and the elf the Touel’alfar considered the friendliest toward humans, held an inescapable edge of racism, an inadvertent condescension.

But Brynn still did not see things as Aydrian did. The Touel’alfar, for all their failings, were giving her something special, a great gift that she could use to better the lives of her people and to realize her ultimate potential.

“Once I might have seen them as you do,” she said, though her words were a lie, for she had never viewed the Touel’alfar as anything other than first her saviors and then her friends. “But when you return …” Brynn paused at that word, for perhaps that was the key to the difference between her feelings and Aydrian’s toward Lady Dasslerond and her people. She would return to her own people, but Aydrian had never been among his own people! How strange that must be for the boy!

“You will come to appreciate the gifts of the Touel’alfar,” she said instead, quietly with all respect. “You will change your heart concerning Lady Dasslerond and her haughty kin.”

Now it was Aydrian’s turn to merely shrug as if it did not matter; and Brynn sat staring at him for a long time, wondering, fearing, how deep his anger toward their mentors ran. Aydrian wouldn’t even admit to that anger, she recognized. He was speaking words that he thought simply pragmatic and honest, but Brynn was perceptive enough to understand that there was some buried resentment behind his remarks.

She wondered whether Lady Dasslerond had noted it as well, and she could not believe that the venerable lady of Caer’alfar and her sharp-eared kin had not. What ill might that bode for poor Aydrian?

She left him then, with a pat on the shoulder as he sat staring into the boughs of the beautiful forest. She wished that there was some way she might mention this conversation to Lady Dasslerond, though of course she could not without getting Aydrian into terrible trouble. She wished that there was some way that she could show Aydrian the error of his thinking.

Aydrian sat there for a long while after Brynn had gone, going over the conversation, particularly his own words, those last few comments that had revealed to him a deep and simmering anger. It was all starting to fall together for him, he believed, all the pieces of this great puzzle known as life lining up in orderly fashion.

Aydrian didn’t like the picture those pieces formed at all. The unfairness of his situation upset him profoundly. Not only was he destined forever to be a lesser being in the eyes of the only group he could call a family but every member of that family, barring unforeseen circumstance, would outlive him by many of his life spans! Where was the justice in this miserable existence? To’el Dallia might train a dozen or more rangers after him, and would she even remember the one named Aydrian? Would his “family” recall his name even a century hence?

But that was also the spark of hope that Aydrian had found this night in talking to Brynn Dharielle, the ranger destined to lead a revolution, the ranger whose name, it seemed to Aydrian, might be long imprinted on the memory of the world.

Yes, he thought, perhaps there was a way for a mere human to garner a piece of elvenlike immortality.…

It was another calm and quiet night—too quiet, Aydrian recognized, and he knew instinctively that something was afoot, some new test for Brynn, perhaps. With even To’el Dallia nowhere to be found, the young ranger-in-training made his way to the same field where Brynn had passed her previous test.

The place was empty and quiet, not a night bird stirring, not a torch burning.

Aydrian walked along the forest paths, rubbing his chin, trying to figure out where the elves might have brought Brynn. He didn’t know how many elves lived in Caer’alfar, but he knew that the number was over a hundred. Aydrian understood that if they were out in the forest, all of them together and with Brynn besides, he would never find them unless he happened upon them by chance. Aydrian had spent his entire life in Andur’Blough Inninness, had trained extensively in the ways of the elves, and all that experience and all that training only let him know better than anyone else in the world how stealthy the elven people could be in the forest night.

He wandered the paths, making wider and wider circuits of Caer’alfar, the homeland proper, and growing angrier and angrier with each passing step because he would again be excluded from … from whatever the Touel’alfar were doing with Brynn this night.

His frustration continued to mount but then washed away all of a sudden when Aydrian heard fair elven voices carried on the evening breeze. Immediately Aydrian went on the alert, crouching and slowly turning his head to get some direction from the sound. He knew, too, that the elves could hide their voices or could throw them to misdirect. He wondered as he at last located the heading and swiftly but quietly started in that direction whether the elves would have him running futilely through the night. Soon enough, though, the lights of torches came into view, lining another field, this one as wide as it was long and bordered on all four sides by beautiful pine trees. The young ranger-in-training stopped and took a long while to consider where he was, to recall all that he could of the region about that field. He started off again a few minutes later, but not heading directly toward the field. Rather, he ran off down to the north, making his way to a dry, sunken streambed that ran along the field’s border.

When he was even with the field, the elven song filling all the air about him, Aydrian crept up the bank, his belly low to the ground. He paused again just before he reached the crest, taking in the elf song, trying to discern the mood of the Touel’alfar.

From that sound, the beautiful and reverent melody, it didn’t seem to him that this was another test, and certainly not one of Brynn’s warrior prowess. No, this seemed more solemn somehow, more ancient.

With a deep and steadying breath, Aydrian crept up a bit more and peeked over the ridge, under the interlocking boughs of pines.

There stood the Touel’alfar—all of them, it seemed—standing in ranks upon the field to Aydrian’s right, facing Lady Dasslerond. The boy lay there for a long, long time, not even realizing that he was breathing.

At last the elven song stopped, though the last notes seemed to hang in the air. Not a bird, not a cricket, chirped in the quiet night.

“Belli’mar Juraviel,” Lady Dasslerond said a moment later. “For the second time in a short span, you deliver to us a ranger prepared to go out into the wider world. Is she ready?”

“She is, my lady,” said Juraviel, striding past the quiet elven ranks. “I give you Brynn Dharielle!” He stopped and turned, holding his arm out the way he had come, and in his wake walked Brynn.

Aydrian could hardly breathe, or could not breathe, and didn’t care whether he did or not. Brynn walked with a grace and a pride befitting the evening. She was naked, except for a couple of large feathers that had been braided into her dark hair. Aydrian had seen her naked before many times, for he had often sneaked into the brush beside the small field where the young woman did her morning bi’nelle dasada routines, and always the sight of her smooth brown flesh had excited feelings in Aydrian that he could not quite comprehend.

But this went beyond any of that. This night, Brynn Dharielle seemed to him something far greater than the woman he watched at sword dance, something supernaturally and spiritually beautiful, something that transcended the lustful feelings of the flesh. She was naked and undeniably enticing, but Aydrian could not take his gaze from her serene face and her sparkling dark eyes. It seemed to him as if she was wearing her soul as her clothing tonight.

Suddenly Aydrian felt as if he didn’t belong in that place, as if he was violating Brynn’s privacy far more now than during his spying on her morning sword dances. Then, he had measured her training, her focus, had admired her physical skills and physical charms, but now …

Now he was peeking at her very soul.

The elven song began again as soon as Brynn walked over to take her place directly before Lady Dasslerond. But then it stopped suddenly, or perhaps it did not—perhaps, Aydrian thought, the elves had simply enacted one of their sound walls, a barrier through which their voices would not pass. Lady Dasslerond was talking to Brynn then, as Belli’mar Juraviel walked to the far end of the field, disappeared into the pine boughs, then emerged a moment later leading a large brown and white pinto pony, magnificently muscled, whose two eyes were so blue that Aydrian could make out their color even from this distance in the torchlight. The pony had a white mane with a single black tuft of hair and a black tail similarly adorned with a single white tuft. It seemed skittish at first, or at least too full of spirit, and tossed its head with sharp jerking motions that kept Juraviel working hard not to be thrown from his feet.

But then the pony was near Brynn, and the chemistry between the two was immediately obvious. The young stallion’s ears perked up, and though its eyes continued to take in all the scene before it warily, the pony allowed Brynn to stroke its face and strong neck without a single flip of its head.

The pony stood calmly by Brynn’s side then, to Aydrian’s amazement, while Lady Dasslerond began to speak again. Then all the elves began their song anew—though Aydrian still could hear none of the elvish voices, just the occasional nicker or whinny from the pony.

It took a long while for Aydrian even to notice that Belli’mar Juraviel had left the field once more, and when that realization at last came to him, it was too late for him to react.

He felt a strong hand grab the back of his hair even as he started to turn over. A sudden jerk by Juraviel pulled Aydrian back from the bank and to his feet.

“What are you doing here?” the elf demanded.

Aydrian snarled and reached back to grab Juraviel’s wrist, but the elf anticipated the move and sharply jerked his hand down, pulling hard enough to take Aydrian from his feet.

The boy hit the ground hard, but twisted quickly and started to scramble to his feet, growling with rage, intent only on pummeling Juraviel.

He got kicked in the face before he ever got near to vertical, and in the fog that followed that kick, he felt a sudden, sharp rain of blows that soon had him curled defensively on his side.

“In everything you do of late, you tempt the limits of Lady Dasslerond’s patience,” Juraviel said.

Aydrian slowly uncurled and rolled to his knees, then slowly and unthreateningly stood up. “I was not told to stay away from this place this evening,” he protested.

Juraviel’s steely-eyed gaze did not soften. “The answer to your protest lies within your own heart,” the elf said after a long, uncomfortable pause. “Did you not recognize that you were violating the privacy of Brynn Dharielle?”

“No one told me—” Aydrian started to argue again.

“No one should have to,” Juraviel interrupted. “You have been taught better than that. You have been given insight into your own heart and soul. Can you not measure that which is right from that which is wrong?”

Aydrian started to answer, but again, Juraviel cut him short.

“Can you not?” he said forcefully. “Will you try to deny the truth that is in your heart with twisted words?”

Aydrian stammered for a moment, then went quiet and stood perfectly still, eyeing Juraviel coldly.

He held that threatening posture for a long while, and Juraviel didn’t blink until he heard movement behind him. He turned to see Brynn coming off the field, wrapped in a shawl now, leading her pony.

“I did not mean to …” Aydrian started to say to her, but as Brynn passed by him, very near—and if she even saw him, she did nothing to acknowledge him—he noted that her dark eyes were glazed, as if she were walking in the midst of a dream.

“Brynn?” he asked, but the newly anointed ranger kept on walking.

Aydrian watched her for a moment. And then he knew. Without a doubt, the boy suddenly understood that Brynn, his only human friend, the only person in all Andur’Blough Inninness who could even remotely relate to him, would leave the elven valley that very night.

He started after her, but there was Juraviel between them, a slender sword drawn and ready—and he wore an expression that left Aydrian no doubt that Juraviel would use that sword against him.

“She is leaving,” Aydrian said quietly.

“As am I,” said Juraviel, “this night. We are off to the southland, young Aydrian, to a place where the grasses are ever bent by a relentless wind. Brynn Dharielle and Belli’mar Juraviel leave the tale of Aydrian Wyndon this night.”

“Will I ever … I mean … why did no one tell me?” Aydrian stammered, at a complete loss.

“It is not important to that which Lady Dasslerond plans for you,” said Juraviel. “I will speak to no one of your indiscretion this night. Now go, and quickly, back to your bed and never, ever let Lady Dasslerond know that you bore witness to that which you should not!”

Aydrian stared at him blankly, completely overwhelmed.

“Be gone!” snapped Juraviel, and before he even knew what he was doing, Aydrian found himself running along the forest paths, all the way back to his small cot under a sheltered bough on the outskirts of Caer’alfar.

As soon as he had started down the path, Lady Dasslerond walked down from the top of the bank, staring after him. She moved beside Juraviel and rubbed her delicate hand through her thick golden hair, her expression clearly fearful.

“He did not deny the truth when I forced him to look into his heart,” said Juraviel.

“But the mere fact that he could so deny that truth to commit the violation is what frightens me,” Lady Dasslerond replied. “There is a dark side to that one, I fear.”

Belli’mar Juraviel didn’t reply and didn’t have to. He and all the others of Caer’alfar, Lady Dasslerond included, had come to wonder about defiant, headstrong, and frighteningly powerful young Aydrian these last few weeks.

Juraviel could not worry about that now, though, for he and Brynn had a long and dangerous road before them. Their time in the tale of Aydrian Wyndon had come to its end.

So Belli’mar Juraviel believed.


Chapter 5
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Scheming for Mutual Benefit

HIS FACE HAD GROWN SHARPER OVER THE LAST DECADE OF HIS LIFE, A LIFE FILLED with revelations and disappointments, with following a path that he truly believed would lead him to God but then had taken a sharp and unexpected turn with the revelations of the covenant of Avelyn. That covenant, the cure for the rosy plague, had effected some changes in Fio Bou-raiy, the most powerful master of St.-Mere-Abelle, perhaps the third most powerful man in the Abellican Church behind Father Abbot Agronguerre and Abbot Olin of St. Bondabruce in Entel. Fio Bou-raiy had been dead set against the Abellican brothers going out of their abbey-fortresses to meet with the infected populace, had even chided and chastised Brother Francis when the monk, unable to bear the cries of the dying outside St.-Mere-Abelle’s great walls, had taken a soul stone in hand and gone out to the crowd, offering whatever comfort he might, and, in the end, sacrificing his own life with his valiant but futile attempts.

But then Jilseponie had found the cure at the arm of Avelyn, the former brother who would soon be sainted, a man of compassion. Too much compassion, in the eyes of many of the brothers, including the former father abbot Dalebert Markwart, who had presided over most of Fio Bou-raiy’s higher-level training. In the present world, it seemed very easy to make the case that Avelyn was right and that his followers, in striving for a more compassionate and generous attitude of Church to its flock, were following the desires of God, as was shown by the covenant itself.

Master Fio Bou-raiy could live with that possibility, for it did not make his entire life a lie, as it surely had that of Markwart and his more fanatical followers, such as Master De’Unnero. Indeed, in the years since the covenant, Bou-raiy’s position of authority in the Church had only strengthened. Father Abbot Agronguerre was an old, old man now, in failing health and with failing mental faculties as well. It fell to the masters around Agronguerre to guide him through his duties; and leading that group was Fio Bou-raiy, who often shaped those duties, those speeches and prayers, in a direction favorable to Fio Bou-raiy.

Despite all that, though, Bou-raiy’s road of ascension was not without bumps. He had been offered the abbey of St. Honce by Agronguerre after interim abbot Hingas had died on the road to the Barbacan in pilgrimage to the arm of Avelyn. But Fio Bou-raiy had refused, setting his eyes on a higher goal and thinking that goal more attainable if he remained near the Father Abbot. For that was the position Fio Bou-raiy coveted, and the inevitable election following Agronguerre’s seemingly imminent death would likely be his last chance.

And so he had thought that everything was moving along smashingly, but then, in one of his rare lucid moments, old Agronguerre had surprised Bou-raiy, and all the other masters in attendance, by announcing that he would not name Fio Bou-raiy as his successor. In fact, Agronguerre would name no one, though he had admitted that he hoped it would fall to Abbot Haney, his successor at St. Belfour, though the man was far too young to be nominated. “I will have to live another decade, I suppose,” Agronguerre had said in a voice grown thin and weary, and then he had laughed at the seemingly absurd notion.

The stunning denial of Bou-raiy had surprised everyone at St.-Mere-Abelle and had made those masters who understood the process and the implications very afraid. If not Bou-raiy, then certainly the position would fall to the only other apparently qualified man, Abbot Olin, and that, none of the masters of St.-Mere-Abelle wanted to see.

Indeed, the only men in all the Church with the credentials to challenge Olin were Bou-raiy or perhaps Abbot Braumin Herde of St. Precious. And Braumin faced the same problems as did Abbot Haney, for he, like so many of the new abbots and masters of the Abellican Order, did not have the experience to win the votes of the older masters and abbots, even those who were not overfond of Abbot Olin.

So it was with a lot weighing on his mind that Fio Bou-raiy had come to Palmaris this spring, ostensibly to be in attendance at the dedication of the Chapel of Avelyn in Caer Tinella, but in truth so that he could spend some quiet time with Abbot Braumin and his cronies, to win them over, to secure some votes.

He cut a striking figure as he walked off the ferry that crossed the Masur Delaval from Amvoy, with his narrow, hawkish features, his perfectly trimmed silver-gray hair, and his orderly dress, with the left sleeve of his dark brown robe tied at the shoulder. As he made his way along the busy docks of Palmaris, children shied away from him, but to Fio Bou-raiy that seemed more of a compliment, a granting of proper respect, than anything else. He would rather have respect than friendship from another person any day, whatever their age.

He brought with him an entourage of a half dozen younger brothers, marching in two orderly lines a respectful three steps behind him. He listened to the chatter on the streets as they made their way toward St. Precious; and all that gossip, it seemed, centered on King Danube Brock Ursal’s courtship of Baroness of Palmaris, Jilseponie Wyndon.

Fio Bou-raiy did well to hide his smile at that news. He had known, of course, of the budding relationship long before he had come to Palmaris, and he had thought long and hard about how it might benefit him in some way. Jilseponie was a friend of the Church, of Abbot Braumin at least. Would it suit Fio Bou-raiy’s designs to have her sitting on the throne in Ursal? Or might he even take that to a second and equally important level?

Yes, it was hard to hide his smile.

King Danube was a fine rider. He brought his horse right across the track cutting off Jilseponie on Greystone.

She pulled up hard on the reins, and Greystone skipped and hopped, even reared, neighing and grunting complaints all the while. Jilseponie thought to echo the horse’s complaints, but Danube’s laughter diffused her protest before it could really begin.

“And you tried to pawn that one off on me, insisting it was the better horse!” Danube said with a snort, and he urged his steed on. The horse lowered its head and its ears and galloped full out across the wide fields of the grounds behind Chasewind Manor.

Caught by surprise, by both his action and his attitude, Jilseponie couldn’t find the words to respond. She stammered a few undecipherable sounds, then simply took up the challenge and touched her heels to Greystone’s flanks.

The palomino leaped away. Once Greystone had been the favored riding horse of Baron Rochefort Bildeborough and not without reason. The horse was more than twenty years old now, but how he could still run! He stretched out his graceful and powerful neck, lowered his ears, and thundered on, gaining on Danube and the smaller gray with every long and strong stride.

“Tried to pawn you off, indeed!” Jilseponie said to the horse. “Show him!”

And Greystone did, gaining and then overtaking the King and the gray—of course, it didn’t hurt that King Danube outweighed Jilseponie by a hundred pounds!

Still, the grace and ease of both rider and horse could not easily be dismissed. They seemed in perfect harmony, the rider an extension of the horse, the horse an extension of the rider. So smoothly and so beautifully they ran, and as they flowed by King Danube, so, too, flowed away Jilseponie’s anger at the man. For Danube was grinning, telling her that it had all been a tease. When she thought about it, she came to realize that the King, in cutting her off so suddenly, had paid her an incredible compliment as a rider, had trusted her abilities and had not thought to protect her from potential harm, as so many others often tried to do.

Thus it was with a smile of her own that Jilseponie eased her horse into a canter and then a swift trot. She turned him as King Danube came trotting up to her, the long expanse of the field behind him.

“I told you that Greystone was the finest in all the stable,” she explained.

“Even at his age,” King Danube said, shaking his head. “He is indeed an amazing creature. As fine a horse as I have ever seen—except, of course, for one other, for that magnificent stallion, Symphony …” Danube’s voice trailed off as he finished the thought, and he looked at Jilseponie with alarm.

He knew that he had rekindled painful memories, she realized; and indeed he had brought Jilseponie’s thoughts careening back to her wildest days—storming through the forests with Symphony and Elbryan, killing goblins and powries and giants. She tried to keep the pain from showing, but an unmistakable shadow clouded her blue eyes. She hadn’t seen Symphony in a long time—not since her last visit to Elbryan’s cairn the previous summer.

Elbryan’s cairn. His grave. Where he lay cold in the ground while Jilseponie rode wildly about the countryside accompanied by another man.

“My pardon, dear woman,” Danube said solemnly. “I did not mean—”

Jilseponie stopped him with an upraised hand and a genuinely warm expression. Her memories were not King Danube’s fault, after all, nor his responsibility. As he did not treat her as physically delicate, so she did not want him to treat her as emotionally delicate. “It is all right,” she said quietly, and she tried very hard to mean those words. “It is time for me to truly bury the dead, to dismiss my own selfish grief, and take heart in the joys that I knew with Elbryan.”

“He was a fine man,” said Danube sincerely.

“I loved him,” Jilseponie replied, “with all my heart and soul.” She looked King Danube directly in the eyes. “I do not know that I will ever love another like that,” she admitted. “Can you accept that truth?”

That set Danube back, and his mouth dropped open in surprise at her bluntness and honesty. Yet his expression fast changed back to a warm and contented look. “You do me great justice and honor in speaking so truthfully,” he said. “And I am not ignorant of your situation, for I, too, once loved another deeply. I will tell you of Queen Vivian, I think, and perhaps this very night.”

He ended with a lighthearted expression, but Jilseponie’s stare did not soften. “You did not answer my question,” she said.

King Danube took a long and deep breath, sighing away his exasperation at being put on the spot. “You ride Greystone,” he said. “Can there be any doubt that you and the horse have formed a very special and magical bond?”

Jilseponie looked down at her mount and his golden mane.

“Have you ever known a finer, a greater, horse than Symphony?” King Danube asked her.

Jilseponie looked at him incredulously. “No, of course not,” she said.

“And yet you are content—more than content!—with Greystone,” said the clever King. “Correct?”

That brought another smile to Jilseponie’s fair face, and Danube’s heart leaped when he saw the glow there.

“Greystone is the swifter,” Danube said suddenly, whirling his mount the other way. “But he is too old for another run!” And with that, the King and his young stallion thundered back toward the distant Chasewind Manor. “You will not win the race this time!” came his trailing call.

Jilseponie could not argue the truth of his words, for Greystone was indeed breathing heavily. He could not pace the younger stallion again—not in a fair race.

So Jilseponie decided not to make it fair. The field was not straight but bent subtly to the right around a growth of trees.

Into those trees went Jilseponie and her horse, a run they knew well, one full of fallen trees that had to be jumped, but one much shorter than the course King Danube had taken.

Danube’s surprise was complete, then, when he rounded the last bend only to find Jilseponie and Greystone ahead of him, running easily and with victory well in hand.

King Danube laughed aloud at the sight and felt warm watching the beautiful woman, her thick blond hair shimmering in the sunlight. He hadn’t exactly lied when he had mentioned the similarities of their emotional states concerning dead past lovers, but he knew, though he wouldn’t openly admit it, that there was one very profound difference. Danube Brock Ursal had loved Vivian, the woman he had made his queen when he was a young man, but he had not loved her the way he now loved Jilseponie. Everything about this woman—her beauty, her graceful movements, her courage and cunning, her words, even her thoughts—called out to his heart, made him feel young and vibrant, made him want to race a horse across a sun-speckled field or sail his ship around the known world. Everything about Jilseponie invaded his every waking moment and his every dream. No, he had loved Vivian but not like this, not with this intensity and hopeless passion. Could he be satisfied considering that Jilseponie had just admitted—and truthfully, he knew—that she could never love another as she had loved Elbryan? Would half her affections be enough for him?

They would have to be, Danube admitted to himself, for in looking at Jilseponie Wyndon, at this woman who had stolen his heart and soul, King Danube Brock Ursal knew that he had no choice. In looking at her, in listening to her every word and every sound, King Danube had to believe that half her affections were half more than he deserved.

“She resists,” Fio Bou-raiy remarked as he sat with Abbot Braumin atop the high gate tower of St. Precious. Master Viscenti had been with them, but Bou-raiy had sent him away on an errand—an errand, Braumin realized, that had been fabricated so that he and Bou-raiy could be alone.

“She resists because she has known the truest love,” Braumin replied, worried that Bou-raiy was somehow judging Jilseponie. “She has known the love of Elbryan, and little, I fear, can measure up to that.”

“He is the King of Honce-the-Bear,” came Bou-raiy’s expected response. “He is the most powerful man in all the world.”

“Even the King of Honce-the-Bear cannot shine brightly beside the one known as Nightbird,” said Braumin. “Even the Father Abbot of the Abellican Order—”

“Beware your tongue,” Fio Bou-raiy sharply interrupted; but he calmed quickly, his sharp features softening. “I know and admire your love and respect for this man, brother, yet there is no reason to step into the realm of sacrilege. You do him little justice by so elevating him above the realm of mortals. If the true exploits are not enough …”

“They are,” Braumin assured the older master, though he was trying hard not to reveal his rising ire. “They are more than could be expected of any man, of any king, of any father ab—”

“Enough!” Fio Bou-raiy interrupted, and he laughed. “I surrender, good Abbot Braumin!”

That tone, even the friendly reference, caught Braumin Herde off guard, for it was certainly nothing that he had ever come to expect from Fio Bou-raiy! “You cannot blame Jilseponie, then, if her heart is not open to receive the attentions of another, king or not.”

Bou-raiy nodded and smiled, offering a great sigh. “Indeed,” he lamented, “but better for the kingdom if Jilseponie finds it in her heart to return the affections of King Danube.”

Abbot Braumin stared at the master curiously.

“She is a friend of the Abellican Church,” Fio Bou-raiy explained. “And in these times of prosperity and peace, the tightening of the bonds between Church and State can only be a good thing.”

Abbot Braumin worked hard to keep the doubt from his face. He had known Fio Bou-raiy for many years, and while he, like so many of the Abellican brothers, had found an epiphany that had pushed him in a positive direction at the covenant of Avelyn, Bou-raiy was certainly self-serving. And he was ambitious, as determined to ascend to the position of father abbot as any man Braumin Herde had ever known. Was that it, then? Had Fio Bou-raiy come to Palmaris, speaking well of Jilseponie and of the possibility that she would one day become queen, in an effort to win over Braumin? For Masters Castinagis, Viscenti, and Talumus of St. Precious would likely follow Abbot Braumin’s lead when it came time to nominate and elect a new father abbot.

“Perhaps in the spring,” Braumin admitted a few moments later, and Fio Bou-raiy looked at him questioningly.

“Perhaps Jilseponie will find her way closer to King Danube in the spring of next year,” Braumin explained. “She has agreed to travel to Ursal to summer next year, and that is perhaps an important step in the process that will put her on the throne of Honce-the-Bear.”

Fio Bou-raiy sat back in his chair and mulled that over for a short while. “And do you believe that she will accept King Danube’s proposal if and when it is given?”

Braumin shrugged. “I do not pretend to know that which is in Jilseponie’s heart,” he replied, “more than to say that her love for Elbryan has lasted beyond the grave. I do admire—and believe that Jilseponie does, as well—King Danube’s patience and persistence. Perhaps she will find her way to his side. Perhaps not.”

“You do not seem to prefer one way or the other,” Bou-raiy observed.

Abbot Braumin only shrugged again, for that was an honest assessment of his opinion on this matter. He liked King Danube, and respected the way he had waited for Jilseponie, had allowed things to blossom according to her timetable instead of one that he could have easily imposed. But still, there remained within Braumin a nagging loyalty to dead Elbryan, and he could not help but feel some sense of betrayal.

Fio Bou-raiy sat back in his chair again, his slender fingers, nails beautifully manicured, stroking his angular chin. “Perhaps there is a way that we can effect the desired changes, whatever Jilseponie decides is her best course,” he said at length.

Abbot Braumin’s expression showed that he was uncertain about any such plan and that he did not completely trust the source, either.

“King Danube is in a fine mood, by all reports,” Bou-raiy explained. “Perhaps he could be persuaded to agree to a slight change in the Palmaris hierarchy.”

“How so?”

“A second bishop of Palmaris?” Fio Bou-raiy asked. “One more akin to King Danube’s wishes than was Marcalo De’Unnero.”

If Fio Bou-raiy had stood up, walked around the small table, and punched Abbot Braumin in the face, Braumin would not have been more stunned. “King Danube’s mood can only be grand if he is in the company of Jilseponie,” he replied. “But that does not mean he has forgotten the dark days of Bishop De’Unnero! Nay, nor would I desire such a post if you somehow persuaded King Danube to offer it. The duties of abbot of St. Precious are heavy enough, good brother, without adding the weight of the secular position.”

Bou-raiy’s expression was one of abject doubt. “You?” he asked, and he snorted. “Hardly would King Danube agree to that. Nor would the Church, though you are doing a fine job at your current post. Nay, Brother Braumin, I was thinking that perhaps the present abbot of St. Precious might move on to another, temporary position, to clear the path for my designs.”

He had Braumin more horrified than intrigued, but the abbot held his objections and listened.

“We will soon consecrate the Chapel of Avelyn in Caer Tinella,” Bou-raiy went on. “Not a major abbey as yet, of course, since the population is so small in that region, and it will take time for us to build a great physical structure. But neither of us doubts that Avelyn will soon be canonized—it seems to have come down to mere formalities now. So that particular chapel—soon to be abbey—might well become among the most important in all the world and will act as a gateway to the northlands, where many pilgrims still desire to travel so that they might kiss the mummified hand of Avelyn Desbris.”

“You are asking me to surrender the abbey of St. Precious that I might go and preside over the Chapel of Avelyn?” Braumin asked skeptically.

“That would seem fitting,” Fio Bou-raiy answered without hesitation. He shifted in his seat, causing the tied-off arm of his brown robe to flap forward noticeably. “Better that you, above anyone else in the world, preside as the initial parson of the chapel. Better that you, who has so offered his heart to Avelyn, longer than any brother in the Church, preside over the conversion from chapel to abbey.”

The words sounded wonderful to Braumin Herde—on one level. It would indeed be an honor for him to oversee such attainments of glory for the memory of the dead hero, Avelyn. And in truth, he was growing a bit weary of his unending duties here in the bustling city, clerical work mostly, scheduling weddings and funerals and other such ceremonies. Caer Tinella might prove a welcome relief, as long as the reduction in responsibility was not accompanied by a reduction in rank and the appointment was temporary, with guarantees that Braumin would soon get back his post at St. Precious.

“It would not be a lasting appointment,” Fio Bou-raiy assured him, as if reading his mind, “perhaps ending as early as this spring.”

Braumin stared at the surprising man long and hard. None of this made immediate sense to him, but he knew Bou-raiy well enough to understand that there had to be layers of intrigue—and ones that would lead to personal gain for Bou-raiy—lurking beneath the surface. “You ask me to go north to Caer Tinella to clear the way for Fio Bou-raiy to assume power here in Palmaris?” he asked, thinking he had figured it all out.

Bou-raiy’s laughter brought only more confusion to poor Braumin Herde.

“Hardly that!” Bou-raiy said with obvious sincerity.

“For even if I speak with King Danube,” Braumin went on, “even if I implore Jilseponie to speak to him on your behalf and she agrees, I doubt that he will see the way clear for as dramatic a step as that. His first experience with a bishop was not a pleasant one.…”

Braumin’s words trailed away as Fio Bou-raiy chuckled all the more. “I assure you that I have no intention of either seeking or accepting such a position, if it were offered by God himself,” the master from St.-Mere-Abelle explained. “Nay, I have come to look in on you, to attend the opening of the Chapel of Avelyn as St.-Mere-Abelle’s official emissary, and to see for myself the level of interest mounting between King Danube and Jilseponie. I will not remain in Palmaris for more than a couple of weeks after the dedication of the chapel, and my destination, without doubt, is St.-Mere-Abelle, where I will resume my duties as principal adviser to Father Abbot Agronguerre. I have no designs on Palmaris, Abbot Braumin, nor on your precious St. Precious!”

Braumin’s eyes narrowed as he scrutinized the man, finding himself lost in the seeming illogic of Bou-raiy’s widening web. If not Braumin, if not Bou-raiy, then who did the man have in mind to preside over Palmaris? Master Glendenhook of St.-Mere-Abelle, perhaps, for he had ever been Bou-raiy’s lackey. But still, that made no sense to Braumin, for what gain might that bring to Bou-raiy in his quest to become father abbot? Glendenhook already had a voice and a vote in any College of Abbots. And what chance, honestly, did they have of bringing Glendenhook, who was far from a diplomatic creature in any event, to such a powerful position? No, none of this made any sense to Abbot Braumin at that moment.

“King Danube would not agree to appointing another Bishop who served as an officer of the Church,” Fio Bou-raiy explained. “Not after the debacle of Father Abbot Markwart and Bishop De’Unnero. But we may be able to court the King’s desires by intimating that we believe his current secular power in Palmaris should assume both roles.”

Braumin spent a moment digesting that, and unraveling it, and as he came to understand that Fio Bou-raiy, the stern master of St.-Mere-Abelle, had just said that he would agree to having Jilseponie, who was not even officially ordained into the Abellican Church, become, in effect, the abbess of St. Precious, the third most powerful abbey in all the Order, his eyes popped wide indeed.

“It makes perfect sense,” Bou-raiy argued against that incredulous stare. “For the good of the Church and of the State. Jilseponie has proven herself an able secular leader, and her influence and ties within the Church cannot be denied. Nor will King Danube likely deny her the title, if we present the option to him. Indeed, he will either be thrilled to see that his court might be making inroads in the powers of the Church, or he will, at the least, be caught in such a terrible conflict between his heart and his head that he’ll not dare oppose it.”

“You assume that Jilseponie would desire the title,” said Braumin, who was intrigued but far from convinced.

“I assume that you could make her desire it,” Bou-raiy corrected. “If you present it to her as an opportunity to better the cause of Avelyn, she will likely accept. If you then elaborate it into the realm of her responsibility, out of common goals and her friendship with you, then she will embrace it wholeheartedly.”

“You do not know that,” Braumin calmly replied. “Nor do you truly understand Jilseponie.”

“Nor do you know,” Bou-raiy was quick to respond. “But we can find out, long before we approach King Danube with the offer. Consider it, brother, I pray you. You would be free to preside over the Chapel of Avelyn during this most important time, to oversee the chapel’s growth to abbey, to assign the architects and the masons, even as you guide the elevation of Brother Avelyn to his rightful position of saint.”

“You were never an admirer of Avelyn Desbris,” Braumin reminded. “You stood with Father Abbot Markwart when he branded Avelyn a heretic, when he burned Master Jojonah at the stake.” Despite his intended forceful countenance, Braumin’s voice cracked as he finished the sentence, as his words brought forth images of that horrible injustice enacted upon his mentor and dearest friend, Master Jojonah of St.-Mere-Abelle. He had watched helplessly as Markwart and his cronies had condemned and then executed the man. And though many of those perpetrators, Fio Bou-raiy included, now disavowed the action and admitted their errors, images of that terrible day could not be erased from Abbot Braumin Herde’s mind.

“I cannot deny or discourage Brother Avelyn’s ascension,” Bou-raiy admitted, “not after the revelations of his glory during the dark days of the rosy plague. I am neither the fool you think me nor so prideful that I cannot admit an error in judgment. We have come to learn that Father Abbot Markwart, and those who followed him, were in error—though whether that error was one of conscience and rightful, though errant, intentions is a debate that will linger for many decades to come,” he quickly added, for Bou-raiy might admit a mistake of judgment but not one of open sin.

“It seems more than fitting that Abbot Braumin, who stood behind the followers of Avelyn at risk of his own life and who rode that victory to power …” Bou-raiy began.

Braumin bristled at the words.

“You cannot deny it,” said Bou-raiy. “Nor should you. You chose your side correctly, and at great personal risk, and it is only fitting that you found reward for your judgment and your bravery. I do not deny you that. Nay, not for one moment, and now I offer you the chance to see your true calling—that of herald for Avelyn Desbris, and for Master Jojonah in the near future—through to completion.”

That last tempting crumb, the possibility of further exonerating and glorifying Master Jojonah, was not lost on Abbot Braumin. Indeed, more than anything else in the world—more even than the canonization of Avelyn, whom Braumin did not really know—the abbot of St. Precious wanted to see his former mentor elevated to the status he so surely deserved. Given the chance to pick one or the other, Braumin Herde would pass over Avelyn for sainthood and grant it instead to Master Jojonah.

And Fio Bou-raiy obviously knew that.

“And why you would fear the ascension of Jilseponie, a woman you speak of in nothing short of reverent tones, to the position of bishop of Palmaris escapes me, dear abbot,” Fio Bou-raiy went on.

“What escapes me is your reason for wishing her ascension,” Braumin bluntly admitted.

“It seems prudent,” Bou-raiy replied. “An opportunity we should not let pass us by. For King Danube is too smitten with the woman to deny her this, and while he might believe that he will thus be expanding his secular rule into the ranks of the Church by bringing a baroness into our ranks, in truth, both you and I know that appointing Jilseponie will have the exactly opposite effect. She is a baroness by title but an abbess at heart, as was shown by her work during the years of plague and by the simple fact that God and Avelyn chose her as the messenger of the covenant.

“King Danube will agree to it,” Bou-raiy went on, “but bishop is no title that Jilseponie will hold for long, for when she at last decides upon the court of Ursal as her home, she will become queen, and her successor will be ours to approve or reject.”

Braumin’s face screwed up with curiosity as he tried to keep up with Fio Bou-raiy’s plotting. The mere fact that this man could so readily place layers upon layers of intrigue together in such a seemingly simple manner raised more than a few hairs on the back of Braumin Herde’s neck. Still, the logic of it all seemed irrefutable. Danube would likely agree to Jilseponie’s rise to the position of bishop, and if she then went to Ursal to become his queen, the precedent for bishop would remain, and Danube might well agree to continue it. With Jilseponie’s support, the next bishop would likely come from the Church instead of the secular realm.

“Bishop Braumin of Palmaris has a wonderful ring, does it not?” Fio Bou-raiy asked, his grin understated in that typically controlled manner of his. “Jilseponie will likely support it, even press for it, and King Danube, in his bliss over his impending marriage, will likely go along.”

Abbot Braumin stared at the man for a long while, studying his every movement, trying hard to decipher all of this surprising information. “You believe that you tempt me, but in truth, you do not understand that which is in my heart,” he said. “I care not for my personal gain above the well-being of my dearest friend, and I’ll not submit her to any plotting that goes against that which is good for her.”

“How can you believe that such an ascension will not prove beneficial to Jilseponie?” Fio Bou-raiy asked incredulously. “She has decided upon a life of service now, by her own words, and we might be able to bring her into a position to strengthen that potential immeasurably. You do not believe that she will see the benefit?”

“The benefit to Jilseponie or to the Abellican Church?” asked Braumin.

“To both,” Bou-raiy answered, waving his arm in exasperation. “Though if the gain was only to the Church, then she should still be pleased to go along. As should you, and without this questioning! Your duty to the Abellican Church is clear, Abbot Braumin. Convince the woman to go along with this, to accept both titles unified into the position of bishop, until such time as she is betrothed to King Danube, should that come to be. That union will then bind Church and State more completely than they have ever been and will allow the good work of the Abellican Church to strengthen throughout the land.”

“You will make of her a figurehead, at least on the side of the Church, with no real power within our patriarchal structure,” Braumin accused. “You use her popularity for our gain and not her own. King Danube will indeed likely go along with your designs, for I, too, doubt that he will deny Jilseponie this opportunity; and playing on that goodwill might buy us a permanent position of bishop in Palmaris. Indeed, even without that continuance, the Church’s gain will be great, for the mere association with Jilseponie will elevate the love of the common man for the Church greatly. And, no, Master Bou-raiy, I do not think that an evil thing. Yet I do fear so using my friends for gains to others. For Jilseponie, despite what you say, there will be little realized advantage. The Church side of the position of bishop, that as abbess of St. Precious, will afford her little real power, and none at all as soon as she relinquishes the position to go to the court at Ursal. No, for Jilseponie, bishop will prove an empty title, one bereft of any real power as soon as she leaves Palmaris.”

Fio Bou-raiy was laughing loudly before Braumin even finished. “She will leave to become queen!” he argued, as if that alone should silence the abbot. “And you misweigh the situation. Popularity is power, my friend, and that is the simplest truth of existence, the one that those who are not popular try very hard, and very futilely, to disparage. Within Palmaris and without, Jilseponie will be able to exert great power and influence with her mere words, with hardly an effort. She will possibly one day be queen, and if we are wise and cunning, she will continue to hold a voice in the Church even then. I do not wish to use her popularity and her favor with King Danube and then discard her—far from it; for the loss then will be ours alone! No, my friend, I have come to believe that Jilseponie Wyndon has earned a voice in the Church, as bishop if we can effect that, and then beyond. Perhaps her role as queen will involve a position of power within St. Honce in Ursal. A sovereign sister appointment, perhaps even an appointment there as abbess, for surely there is no bounty of qualified brethren in that troubled southern abbey!”

Master Bou-raiy could have then pushed Abbot Braumin over with a feather, so stunned was he. His mind whirled and stumbled repeatedly over Bou-raiy’s plans, for they made little sense to him. Even after the revelations of the covenant of Avelyn, even after the Church began to see Avelyn Desbris and his followers as true Abellicans, Fio Bou-raiy had done little to effect any real change within the entrenched power structure. Whenever Jilseponie’s name had come up as a potential candidate to be lured into the Church—with the exception of bringing her in to head St. Gwendolyn Abbey, which was traditionally led by a woman—Bou-raiy had reacted with a scowl. And now here he was, pressing to bind her tightly to the Church’s side.

“It will be unprecedented,” Bou-raiy went on, “to have the reigning Queen of Honce-the-Bear hold a voice in the next College of Abbots, which, I assure you, will soon enough be convened, given Father Abbot Agronguerre’s advanced age and ill health.”

A voice in the College? Abbot Braumin silently asked himself. Or a vote in the College? Was that the true prize Fio Bou-raiy had traveled to Palmaris to secure? Did he think to mend old wounds in an effort to gather allies for himself in the next election for father abbot? But if that was the case, then why would he wish a voice for Jilseponie?

“Would not Master Fio Bou-raiy, who desires an election to father abbot, be better served without Jilseponie at the College?” Braumin asked bluntly. “It is well known that she favors others in the Church.”

Fio Bou-raiy, always so in control, showed very little emotion at the blunt question, but revealed enough, a flash in his gray eyes, that Abbot Braumin knew that his straightforwardness had surprised the ever-plotting man somewhat.

“She favors others who are not yet ready to ascend to the position,” the master from St.-Mere-Abelle answered with equal bluntness.

“You speak as if Father Abbot Agronguerre is already in his grave,” said Braumin distastefully.

“Father Abbot Agronguerre is dead in every way but the physical,” said Bou-raiy. Though his words were callous, Abbot Braumin found it hard to fault him, for there was—quite unexpectedly—a hint of sympathy and compassion in his often cold voice. Perhaps the years with Agronguerre, a gentle man by all accounts, had rubbed off well on Fio Bou-raiy.

“He remembers little, sometimes not even his own name,” Bou-raiy went on quietly. “He has been an exemplary father abbot—better by far than I would ever have believed possible, for I was no supporter of his election those years ago—but his time with us is not long, I am sure. A few months, a year or two, and no more. I say that not from eagerness to ascend, though I do believe myself the best qualified to succeed Father Abbot Agronguerre, but merely because it is the truth, one well known among the brethren of St.-Mere-Abelle, who witness the man’s decline every day.”

Abbot Braumin sat back in his chair and began tapping the ends of his fingers together, studying Fio Bou-raiy, trying to sort through it all. Was he trying to persuade Braumin, hoping to win the voting bloc that would likely include Viscenti, Castinagis, Talumus, and Master Dellman of St. Belfour, and might perhaps even take in Abbot Haney of that northern abbey? Though he had been in St. Belfour for several years, Dellman remained loyal to Braumin Herde and the friends he had left behind at St. Precious. Haney, a young abbot who had succeeded Agronguerre in St. Belfour, might well look to the more worldly Dellman as a guide for his vote.

But where did Fio Bou-raiy think Jilseponie might fit in? Was he merely hoping to win over Braumin by seemingly favoring her? Or did he truly wish to have her voice heard at the College?

Then it hit Braumin completely, as he considered Fio Bou-raiy’s only real competition for the highest office. For Bou-raiy was correct, of course, in saying that Braumin Herde was too young and inexperienced to ascend. And given the swift decline of Marcalo De’Unnero; the tumult within St. Honce, with a new abbot yet again; the extreme weakness within St. Gwendolyn after the depredations of the plague in that particular abbey; and the fact that both St. Precious and St. Belfour were now headed by abbots—Braumin and Haney—much too young to try for the position of father abbot, only one of the older masters and abbots stood out for his accomplishments and leadership: Abbot Olin of St. Bondabruce in Entel. Olin had been a serious rival of Agronguerre’s for the title at the College of Abbots a decade before, and in recent years the southern abbot’s position had only strengthened and solidified. But Olin had one weakness, one dark mark to hinder his ascension, one that the supporters of Abbot Agronguerre had used to great effect against him in the last election: he was tied to the southern kingdom of Behren more intimately than any Abellican abbot had been in centuries. Honce-the-Bear and Behren weren’t at war, certainly, but neither were they the best of neighbors. Furthermore, the Abellican Church and the yatol priests of the southern kingdom had never been on friendly terms. Olin presided over his abbey in Entel, the southernmost Honce-the-Bear city, a thriving port only a short boat ride around the Belt-and-Buckle mountain range from Jacintha, the capital city of Behren, the seat of the Chezru chieftain who led the yatols. Olin’s ties to the strange customs of Entel had always been uncomfortable for the Abellican Order, but his closeness to Behren had often been the source of absolute distress for King Danube Brock Ursal.

Jilseponie would be queen, Master Bou-raiy was obviously thinking, as were most observers, and as such, she would be sensitive to King Danube’s desires and political needs. Having Olin as father abbot of the Abellican Church would not sit comfortably with King Danube, no doubt; and so Jilseponie would be pushed into the voting bloc of Master Bou-raiy.

What a cunning plan! Braumin had to admit, and he found that he wasn’t upset with Bou-raiy at all for such plotting; in fact, he found that he rather admired the man’s tenacity and political adeptness. Being father abbot was a matter of juggling the needs of the Church and the demands of the King, after all. It was a political position as much as anything else—despite Agronguerre’s refusal to work hard in any political role. Traditionally, most father abbots had kept close consult with the reigning King.

Having Jilseponie become bishop then—and thus pleasing Braumin and several others—would prove very beneficial to Fio Bou-raiy at the College of Abbots, especially if she did indeed become Queen of Honce-the-Bear. Though Jilseponie was no fan of Fio Bou-raiy, neither was she an enemy, and any wife of Danube would have to favor him over Abbot Olin and his many Behrenese friends.

In truth, Abbot Braumin didn’t much like the implications of Fio Bou-raiy’s scheme, and using Jilseponie in any way certainly left a bitter taste in his mouth. But he had to admit, to himself at least, that in many ways Bou-raiy’s plan seemed for the good of the Church and the State. At that point, despite any personal misgivings, Braumin could only look with favor at the appointment of Jilseponie to the position of bishop of Palmaris and his own transfer to preside over the opening and ascension of the Chapel of Avelyn.

“You will convince her?” a smiling and confident Bou-raiy asked, seeming as if he had watched Braumin wage his inner struggle and come out on Bou-raiy’s side.

Abbot Braumin paused for a long while, but did eventually nod his head.


Chapter 6
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Bertram’s End

SUMMER HAD PASSED ITS MIDPOINT, WITH THE EIGHTH MONTH NEARING ITS END. The day was brutally hot, the air thick with moisture steaming from the many lakes nearby, Marcalo De’Unnero knew. The sun had been blazing hot every day; then, every day of the last week, great thunderstorms erupted in the late afternoon, shaking the ground and drenching the earth.

So it had been the previous day: a wild and windy storm. And thus, on this hot morning, De’Unnero—Bertram Dale—had to add considerable roof repairs to his chores. He had awakened long before dawn and had gone right out to the woodpile to do his chopping, trying to be done with that heavy work before the hot sun climbed high into the sky. Now, dressed only in his trousers, his lean, tanned, and muscled torso sweating in the midday sun, he perched atop a roof, tearing away the ruined thatch and working on the supports. He had to pause often to wipe the sweat from his brow, but still much slipped past the bandana he had tied there, stinging his eyes. Even in his superb physical condition, De’Unnero had to stop to catch his breath in the stifling air many times, often dousing himself with water. On one such break, he glanced around, and from his high perch, caught sight of a group of men—a pair walking and three riding—moving along the road toward Micklin’s Village.

Though the approaching band wasn’t close enough for him to discern features clearly, it wasn’t a group of huntsmen, De’Unnero knew at once, for none of his fellow villagers had gone out on horseback. Wary, De’Unnero rolled over the edge of the roof, holding the wall top, and dropped lightly to his feet. Not many strangers came this way, and those who did were more often running from something than heading toward anything.

De’Unnero found a sleeveless shirt and pulled it on, then removed his bandana and wiped his face. He moved steadily toward the end of town nearest the approaching strangers. His eyes darted side to side as he went, studying the area closely, picking potential escape routes or advantageous defensive positions, and looking for any other strangers who might have slipped into Micklin’s Village in advance of the approaching band.

He heard singing a moment later—from one of the riders, he saw, as they continued their approach. The bard sat comfortably in the saddle of the middle horse, strumming a three-stringed instrument and singing of faraway battles against dragons. A fairly good minstrel, De’Unnero had to admit; and that, plus the fact that this group was riding in so openly, gave him hope that these were not worthless vagabonds bringing with them nothing but trouble.

“ ‘The dragon’s eyes, they gleamed like gold,’ ” the bard sang. “ ‘Its fiery breath licked at the stone. But Traykle’s sword was swifter still. Beneath the wing he found his kill.’ ”

“The Ballad of Traykle Chaser,” De’Unnero realized, a well-known old song about a legendary dragon hunter who had braved the winter of northern Alpinador to go and wreak vengeance upon a great dragon that had laid waste Traykle’s Vanguard village. De’Unnero had seen several different versions of the song in the library at St.-Mere-Abelle and had heard it sung many times by villagers who had come to the abbey for market. De’Unnero was still wary, though, for he thought it too simple a melody for a traveling bard to be offering.

Perhaps the rider wanted any villagers who might be about to believe that he was only a traveling bard.

Still out of sight, De’Unnero studied the group carefully as they neared, trying to gain a measure of this band’s formidability by the way they rode and the way they walked. A practiced warrior had a gentle and fluid stride, he knew, while a simple thug often walked as if his feet were attacking the ground with every step. So it was with both of those walking: a bearlike man whose bald head shone brightly in the sun and a smaller man with a grizzled face and reddish hair, showing his Vanguard ancestry. Both carried large weapons across their shoulders, an axe for the heavy man, a gigantic spear for the other. One of the riders appeared no more refined, a gap-toothed tall man with long black hair; though his sword, belted at his hip, appeared to De’Unnero a much finer and more dangerous weapon. The remaining two, including the bard, seemed more sophisticated still in dress and hygiene, both having short hair and clean-shaven faces. One was of medium build, around De’Unnero’s size, and he carried a short bow, strung and slung over one shoulder, with a quiver of arrows tied to his saddle, in easy reach. The other, the singer, was a tiny man with a falsetto voice and shining, light brown eyes that seemed all the more brilliant when he flashed his beaming, bright smile. He carried no weapon at all as far as De’Unnero could see; to the battle-hardened former monk, that made him the most dangerous of the group.

They were up to the nearest buildings by then, and still making no effort to conceal themselves, so out went De’Unnero, stepping in the path before them.

“Greetings,” he said. “Not often does Micklin’s Village see visitors, so forgive our lack of any formal greeting.” As he finished, he bowed low. “Bertram Dale at your service.”

“Fair greetings on a fair day!” the singer said exuberantly in an unmistakably feminine voice. Only then, looking more closely, did De’Unnero realize that the singer was a woman, with short-cropped brown hair. “We are wandering adventurers, out to see the world,” she went on with enthusiasm, “in search of tales to spin into great ballads.”

Then why do you waste your time with the songs of children? De’Unnero thought. He wasn’t looking at the woman, though he found her appearance somewhat interesting, because he was more concerned with the two walking thugs, who had slipped off to the side and were muttering quietly to each other. They were looking for other townsfolk, De’Unnero knew, and that told him without any doubt at all that this was no innocent band.

“We have food and drink to offer travelers,” he said, looking back at the woman bard.

“I could use some fire in me throat,” the tall man on the horse said in a peasant’s accent.

“Not liquor,” De’Unnero explained. “We have water, tortha-berry juice, and a fine mixture squeezed from blueberries and grapes. Nothing more. But if you will get down from your mounts, I will set them out to graze in the corral and then fix a fine meal for all of you.”

The three riders looked at each other. They neither accepted nor refused, but, De’Unnero noted, neither did they begin to dismount. The other two, meanwhile, pushed through the door of a nearby cottage and peered in.

“Pray tell your companions to adhere to standards of privacy and decency,” De’Unnero said quietly to the bard. “We are friendly enough folk, but some of our buildings are common and others, like the one in which they now seem so interested, are private.”

“Just looking,” the tall man answered.

“My fellows of Micklin’s Village will soon return from the day’s hunt,” De’Unnero went on, growing very tired of this polite posturing. If they meant to attack him or threaten him, then he wished they’d get it over with. “I am sure that they will allow you to stay as long as you desire. And they will wish to hear all your songs and tales, trading good entertainment for good food and warm beds.”

The bard, staring at De’Unnero in a curious way, smiled at his offer and, still astride, dipped a graceful bow.

“And perhaps they will tell me stories greater still, that I might put them to song,” she answered.

“All that I have heard you sing thus far is an old song known to every child in Honce-the-Bear,” De’Unnero dared to say, wanting to see if he could bring a scowl to her pixieish face.

He didn’t; she merely laughed and replied, “The world has gone quiet, I fear. The great wars are ended, and the plague is long flown.”

“Bah, but she ain’t no fancy bard,” the tall man remarked, and he spat upon the ground. “Fancyin’ herself the poet o’ the world, with all her pretty rhymin’ songs and big words, but she’s just Sadye. Sadye the whore, and no better’n any of us.” Even as the dirty man finished, the woman shot him an intense, threatening gaze, and De’Unnero found the hairs on the back of his neck standing up. He knew then, without doubt, that she was a formidable one indeed.

He couldn’t watch that continuing exchange, though, for movement to the side caught De’Unnero’s wary gaze. He noted the two men on foot now pushing into another building, this one the town’s common hall.

“In my homeland, such words are considered quite rude,” the former monk did say, and he turned back to find the tall man glaring at him from his high perch. And it was high indeed, for the man’s horse had to be near to eighteen hands.

The tall man spat upon the ground again, near De’Unnero’s feet.

The former monk did well to control his anger. Not yet …

The two men on foot moved to the next house in line, but De’Unnero decided that the time had come to put his cards into open view. “You will go not uninvited into any house,” he called to the snooping pair. “We have a common room, which you have just seen and nothing more than that for any of you until the other folk of the village agree.”

“We are merely curious, and have been long on the road,” the bard remarked sweetly, her smile wide. “Be at ease, my friend, for we have come to hear the tales, not to make them.”

De’Unnero turned to her—or at least, made it look as if he had turned to her, for in truth, he kept his gaze to the side, to the two men on foot who were emerging from the house. He saw immediately that they had moved their weapons slightly to a more accessible position.

This time, the spittle from the tall rider would have hit De’Unnero’s leg had not the agile former monk shifted.

“We be five, you be one,” the tall rider said with a growl. “We goes where we wants to go.”

De’Unnero looked down and chuckled, then raised his face to look at the bard’s. “What say you, then?” he asked.

“She don’t say nothing!” the tall rider replied loudly, poking a finger at De’Unnero. “I’m talkin’ now, and I’m tellin’ ye to shut yer mouth!”

De’Unnero looked at the bard and shrugged, and she returned the noncommittal motion.

“Be gone from this place,” the former monk said calmly.

“Draggin’ yer carcass behind—” the tall man started to respond. He got no more than the first couple of words out before Marcalo De’Unnero exploded into motion, taking two running strides toward him, then leaping and somersaulting in midair, kicking his feet into the tall rider.

Off the other side of the horse he went with a great howl, and De’Unnero, his momentum slowed by the impact, fell lightly on his side but leaped back to his feet to meet the roaring charge of the two men on foot.

The bearlike man came in high with his attack—exactly as De’Unnero wanted—the great axe sweeping across to lop off De’Unnero’s head.

Down went the former monk, the greatest warrior ever trained by the Abellican Church. He dropped into a crouch so low that his buttocks touched the ground, then around he spun, extending one leg, sweeping his heel into the back of the big man’s ankle, taking him down to the ground with a huge grunt.

The man with the spear attacked the low-crouching De’Unnero, trying to impale him, howling with rage, excitement, and even glee.

And then howling with fear as De’Unnero, hardly seeming to move, got his left forearm up under the point of the spear and pushed it away so that it missed the mark. The spearman cried for help, whining even, as the vicious De’Unnero leaped forward, before the man could reaim his cumbersome spear. The spearman wisely shoved the hilt across his body to block his enemy’s charge.

De’Unnero’s perfectly aimed jab snapped the spear, and the monk charged through in pursuit.

The spearman had a second weapon, though, a long dirk, and he pulled it forth and spun, jabbing wildly.

De’Unnero skidded to a stop and turned, then ducked.

An arrow cut the air just above his head.

He looked at the mounted archer and saw the man calmly fitting another arrow to his bowstring, and saw, too, that the bard was playing her three-stringed instrument again. He felt the charge behind him, the foolish spearman trying to score an easy kill, but he stopped him cold with a snap-kick that caught the man on the kneecap, shattering it. A subtle twist, and De’Unnero drove his foot to the side, bending the man’s knee in a way that a knee could not bend.

The spearman fell to the ground, screaming in agony.

The advantage was minor and fleeting, De’Unnero knew, for both the tall rider and the bearlike man were back on their feet, coming at him in a coordinated manner. The archer had already proven he had little hesitation in using his weapon.

To any other man this would have spelled the end, but this was Marcalo De’Unnero, the fighter of fighters, the man who had launched himself into the midst of a powrie gang with abandon. He could find the best angles, the best attacks, could …

De’Unnero realized that he was not alone—the weretiger was with him, boiling up, begging for release. How easy it would be to let it come forth in all of its terrible splendor! They would run away, and he could hunt them, would hunt them and drag them down.

How easy—De’Unnero recognized that one of his arms was already convulsing in change. He was fighting it, automatically after all these years of battling the urges, but if he embraced the weretiger, just for a moment, then the transformation would be complete and the battle won.

De’Unnero growled away the temptation, though by that time, his arm had completely transformed. To give in to the beast was to lose, he decided, whatever the outcome of the battle.

He focused on the task before him as another arrow whipped by, narrowly missing him. He ran toward the two standing men, then turned quickly to the right and dove into a headlong roll, scrambling to get behind the now-riderless horse.

Both the bearlike man and the tall one pursued him, but when they came around the horse, they found to their surprise that De’Unnero had stopped running and now met their charge with a vicious swipe of a great cat’s paw. The tall man yelped as De’Unnero nicked him on the shoulder, tearing his leather vest and his skin, then the claw slashed deeply beneath the man’s chin.

He fell back, but De’Unnero couldn’t pursue, for the bearlike man came forward, his huge axe sweeping wildly.

The archer and his horse swung around behind the man, so De’Unnero retreated behind the riderless horse, keeping it between him and the mounted bowman. The bearlike man came in fast pursuit, swinging wildly again; and the stubborn tall man was right behind him, sword in hand.

The urging of the weretiger continued, intensified, but an uneasiness even beyond that assaulted Marcalo De’Unnero, some weird sensation of being out of balance. When he took note of his two immediate opponents, particularly the tall man, he came to understand, for the man’s wound was healing right before his eyes!

“What?” exclaimed the former monk, who knew well the ways of magic. De’Unnero glanced all around, but he saw no overt signs of any gemstones, nor did any of the rogues seem to be in the midst of spell casting. Nor did the tall man’s weapon, a cheaply crafted old chipped sword, appear to have any magical gemstones set in it.

Then it hit De’Unnero clearly, and he groaned aloud. The song. He had heard of musical instruments encrusted with magical gemstones whose powers could be summoned through song. Now here it was before him, a song healing his enemies and making him uneasy.

Suddenly the fight seemed much more difficult.

And suddenly, the calling of the weretiger became much more tempting.

One of the thugs finally figured things out enough to slap the frightened horse on the rump and send it running away, leaving De’Unnero exposed to bowshots. The archer wasted no time, sending an arrow flying the diving man’s way, scoring a hit on the back of De’Unnero’s calf, cutting a deep red line.

He felt the pain, but it was the weretiger that demanded his attention, screaming for release. Marcalo De’Unnero believed that he could suppress that urge, but it would be at the expense of his life, for he’d have to stop fighting, stop everything, and focus completely on his internal struggle.

Another arrow razored by him; he heard the excited yells of the two men giving chase.

A new perspective washed over the former monk at that critical moment, a sudden realization that he was cheating himself by so denying this very real part of himself. Let it out, he resolved, in this specific instance or in any like it, when his enemies surely deserved to meet the darker side of Marcalo De’Unnero.

He went around the corner of a building and heard the thunk of an arrow against the wood behind him. Out of sight, he pulled off his shirt—how much clothing had he ruined during these transformations?—and undid his pants, then grimaced in pain as he allowed the weretiger to transform his legs into those of a great cat.

His attackers rounded the corner behind him, but he was already launching a mighty spring with a simple twitch of his powerful feline muscles and landing without a whisper atop the roof. He went right to the peak and crouched low, listening.

“Go round t’other way!” the tall man shouted to the mounted archer, and De’Unnero heard the pounding of the hooves.

“Where’d the little rat go?” the bearlike man roared. “Look fer hidden doors. Oh, but I’ll be squashing him good!”

“We’ll peg him up on the wall, we will!” said the tall man, his words barely audible above the renewed screams of the man with the shattered knee. That sound made De’Unnero notice that the bard was no longer singing her previous song—the one that activated the hematite—and had started a song of the woodlands and wild animals.

A moment of panic hit De’Unnero as his transformation continued, for he feared this song was aimed at him in his feline state. Perhaps she had noticed his hand or had somehow seen his cat-legged leap. Did she have a magical weapon to use against him?

Those fears went away as he became the weretiger in full, as his focus became the hunt. Now he heard the bard’s song in a completely different way, one that excited him, that had him twitching, wanting to spring and to run, to tear into flesh and destroy his enemies.

He heard the screaming, he heard the song, he heard the archer’s horse galloping. And he heard most keenly of all the continuing rumbling of the two men on foot stalking him and taunting him, casting insults and threats with impunity.

Belly low to the roof peak, the great tiger stalked one measured step at a time, coming into position above the two fools. The tall man with the sword was closer.

Down came the great cat, flying like a huge missile. De’Unnero’s target was the bearlike man, but he kicked out as he flew past the tall man, his claws raking out his throat. He hit the bearlike man full force, knocking the air out of his chest and knocking him down hard on his back. All confidence and taunting were over now, as the man howled and screamed, crying out for his friends to help him somehow, flailing his arms wildly, trying to keep that awful fanged mouth and those claws from his face.

De’Unnero’s great claws took the skin from the man’s arms as easily as if it were dry paper, shredding him with every swipe. He hooked bone on the one arm and pulled the arm out of the way, leaving the man’s head and throat exposed. Down snapped the tiger’s mouth, clamping over the screaming man’s face and crushing it brutally.

A sting in his haunch reminded De’Unnero that at least two others remained, and he let go of the huge man and bounded away. A second arrow whistled past him, and he dashed around the side of a building. Behind him, the man with the shattered knee cried and the huge man groaned in agony. The song continued, and a moment later it was accompanied by the sound of galloping horses. Somewhere deep inside De’Unnero understood that melody was to give her horse the power to run more swiftly.

De’Unnero charged back around the building. The mounted archer was still in sight, galloping hard down the road in the direction the group had come, but the bard was nowhere to be seen—or heard.

The bearlike man groaned again, and the sound of him so helpless almost made De’Unnero stop and stay for his feast.

Almost, but he still had a burning sensation in his rump from that arrow, from that rider galloping away.

Off he went. The archer, so intent on fleeing that he had his head down, was taken completely by surprise when the tiger hit his side, driving him over the saddle. They came down a heap, the man screaming, the tiger clawing and biting. The archer’s foot got stuck in the stirrup, and the terrified horse charged on, dragging both its rider and the scrambling beast. The tiger bit at the nearest object, the archer’s thigh, and between the sinking and tearing teeth and the horse’s pull, that leg was soon severed.

The man screamed and screamed, then his voice dropped to a whine, then a groan. And then he lay very still and the weretiger feasted.

Sometime later, Marcalo De’Unnero, in human form again and wearing only his tattered pants and a coating of blood, walked back toward Micklin’s Village. He didn’t know exactly how much time had passed since he had feasted and then fallen into a lethargy, transforming back to a human sometime during that slumber. He hadn’t even tried to pursue the bard after his kill, for he hadn’t thought of doing so, being completely engrossed in the mind of the tiger. Never before had the beast overcome him so completely, so consumingly. He had been more beast than man in more than physical appearance this time, had been out of his mind with blood lust and sheer hunger—for the feast and for the sport of killing.

Now he was tired and angry—at the bandits and at himself. Mostly at himself. De’Unnero had justified the transformation, had willingly accepted it, not as a necessity but as a welcomed enhancement, another weapon to use against his deserving enemies. But the weretiger was more than that, De’Unnero knew, despite his sudden convenient revelations. The weretiger assaulted the very soul of Marcalo De’Unnero, took from him everything—all of the discipline and control that he had spent almost all his life perfecting at St.-Mere-Abelle and took, too, his sense of morality. In weretiger form, Marcalo De’Unnero could not find God, for God had blessed him and his human kin with the ability to think past the beastly urges, to weigh each movement and action before implementing them.

The weretiger was a creature of instinct and hunger, cunning to the kill. Marcalo De’Unnero hated it profoundly and hated himself for having failed again, for letting loose the beast he had thought permanently contained.

Cursing to himself and at himself with every step, De’Unnero walked back into Micklin’s Village. There lay the tall man, his throat torn out by the weretiger, and next to him was the bearlike man, shredded upon the ground, a mass of skin flaps waving in the breeze. And blood, so much blood.

The sound of sobbing from around the building reminded De’Unnero of the other man.

He found him propped against the wall, crying. When the man saw De’Unnero, he tried to get up and flee, but fell back to the ground, clutching his knee and crying all the louder. “Oh, the demon!” he cried. “The demon dactyl’s come to get me!”

Marcalo De’Unnero casually walked over, grabbed the man—the only witness—roughly by the hair and jerked his head back, exposing his throat. A stiff-fingered thrust crushed the man’s windpipe, and De’Unnero shoved his head back down and walked away, pushing the sound of the futile gasping from his mind.

He wasn’t thinking of that latest kill at all, anyway, for in his heart, in that curious moral code that Marcalo De’Unnero had always followed, he had done nothing wrong in executing the man. The fool, a thief and murderer obviously, had brought the stern justice upon himself, De’Unnero believed.

No, now De’Unnero was thinking of how he would explain to the villagers the types of injuries he had inflicted upon this group. He was even more preoccupied by the thought of the bard.

De’Unnero walked away, letting the fool die alone. He remained quite worried about the witness who had escaped. A bard! Of all the people to let run free.

Only then did he recognize how weary and wounded he was, and he slumped against a wall.

A bard! Of all the witnesses to let escape!


Chapter 7
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Of Single Purpose

“I DID NOT OFFER YOU A CHOICE IN THE MATTER,” LADY DASSLEROND SAID STERNLY to Aydrian.

“And if I do not wish to go back down the hole?” the young man asked, his voice defiant—even more so than usual.

Lady Dasslerond put an amused look on her face, one designed to show young Aydrian that she might actually prefer his outright denial, if only to give her the satisfaction of personally dragging him down the hole.

“I want to stay out here,” Aydrian said, “under the stars, where the air is sweet with scents and the wind refreshes.”

“If you do your work well and efficiently, you will be back out here before the stars fill the black sky,” the lady remarked.

Aydrian looked at her for a while, then shrugged and said simply, “No, I prefer to remain.” He heard a rustling then and a murmuring all about him, telling him that many of Dasslerond’s people were near. Even more disconcerting was Dasslerond’s continuing amusement at his antics and her expression, now forming into an almost hungry grin.

The lady swept her arm up and looked into the late afternoon sky. “Bask in it,” she said. “Enjoy your final hours in Andur’Blough Inninness.”

Aydrian, too busy concocting an answer to fully appreciate the weight of her statement, stammered over the first words of his planned response, his eyes then going wide as he regarded Lady Dasslerond, as he evaluated her posture and her catlike grin, and he knew beyond doubt that she was not joking. He recognized only then that he was pushing the stern lady of Caer’alfar a bit too far this time.

As he had been since Brynn Dharielle’s departure.

Dasslerond’s face suddenly darkened, as if a cloud passed over her, and her eyes turned icy in intensity, her smile becoming an open scowl. “Get in the hole, impetuous young fool, else you will be turned out of my land, with no way to return,” she said coldly. “And think not that I am bluffing, for I have grown weary of you.”

Aydrian stared at her blankly, stunned by her sudden hardness and by the finality of her tone and her command.

“If you persist, and are lucky, you will be allowed to view the sunset beyond the valley,” the lady went on, the devastating control and obvious anger that simmered beneath her cool façade making the young man’s legs go weak.

“I know not how to do this,” Aydrian complained. “I have said as much many times.”

“That is why you keep trying to do it,” said Lady Dasslerond. “If we practice only at those skills in which we excel, then we are doomed to mediocrity. The fact that you so admit your weakness only strengthens my resolve that you will go into the hole, will go to Oracle, this day and every day.”

“Nor do I enjoy it,” the stubborn young man added.

“Whenever did you come to believe that you were supposed to enjoy any of this?” the elf calmly asked. “You are here with a purpose beyond your pleasure. Never forget that.”

Aydrian started to respond, but Dasslerond stopped him with an upraised hand.

“I have given you two choices,” she said, “clearly stated and with no room to bargain. Choose your path. There is nothing more to be said.”

He started to speak again, but before he could even begin, Lady Dasslerond simply turned and walked away.

“I am without the strings of a puppet!” Aydrian yelled after her, fighting back tears then and an overwhelming sense of desperation and loneliness that he didn’t begin to understand. The departure of Brynn Dharielle, the only other human in Andur’Blough Inninness and by far the closest thing to a friend Aydrian Wyndon had ever known, had wounded him profoundly, had left him more alone than he had ever been with little hope of that void being filled.

But as much as he wanted to scream at Dasslerond and defy her, Aydrian was more afraid of what might lie beyond the sheltered valley of Andur’Blough Inninness. This was his home, the only one he had ever known. The stories he had been told of the wider world had not been pleasant ones; they had been nightmarish tales of war and strife and a devastating plague.

He took a few deep, sharp breaths, muttered a couple of curses quietly, and squeezed down the hole, coming into a small earthen cave. A root formed a seat on one side, a single candle burned on the floor before it, and a mirror was placed across the way. Aydrian paused and took in the scent of the candle, for it was full of fragrance, of lilac and myriad other scents of the woodland valley. Immediately his nerves began to cool, his muscles relax, and he suspected, though hardly cared, that there was a bit of elven trickery about the candle, a bit of aroma magic, to calm the wild Aydrian.

With a shrug, the young man sat down on the exposed root and faced the mirror. He stared at it for a long while, then blew out the candle.

At first he saw nothing, but as his eyes adjusted to the dimness, the shape of the rectangular mirror came into view. He tried to look past it, perhaps to sort out the patterns of roots on the opposite wall, perhaps to count them—anything to pass the long hour or so Dasslerond would surely keep him here. He had attempted Oracle several unsuccessful times already. Though it was a gift the Touel’alfar often reserved for older ranger trainees, Lady Dasslerond had insisted that Aydrian keep trying. He was ready, according to her; but to Aydrian’s thinking, she was pushing him too far and too hard—and to do something that he cared nothing at all about.

So, as he had done the previous times, the young man looked beyond the mirror and started to take up a count of the crisscrossing roots.

Started, but hardly finished, for—so subtly that he hardly noticed the shift—Aydrian’s eyes were soon staring back at that mirror. Not at the outline this time, but at the interior, the reflective surface, which seemed no more than a black pool in the darkness.

Something moved within that darkness. Aydrian noticed it, though he realized that he could not have seen anything, for it was too dim in the cave.

Still, something lurked there, he knew. Something quiet and dark.

Aydrian’s focus tightened, eyes narrowing, as he forgot all about defying Lady Dasslerond. He didn’t understand any of what was happening here, though he sensed that something was.

Now all of the reflective surface seemed less dark, seemed cloudy, and at the left-hand side, Aydrian clearly noted the silhouette of a cloaked figure, though it was just a silhouette.

Aydrian, it said in his mind.

The young man nearly toppled, but he somehow managed to hold his seat and his concentration.

The silhouette telepathically imparted a single thought: father.

“Nightbird,” Aydrian whispered, hardly even able to draw breath, and he sensed then that the figure was displeased with him, which frightened him.

He got a sensation in his head, pushing him along a line of thinking that showed him the folly of his continuing to defy Lady Dasslerond. That notion built and went on and on, revealing to him a life of misery, a life without skill. Aydrian, as stubborn as ever, tried to deny it; but the images coming to him now—real images, though dim and shadowy—within the surface of the mirror could not be misinterpreted. Several times, Aydrian tried to protest; several times he started a sentence only to have the words and the foolish notion die away in the damp and stale and smoky air of the small earthen cave.

For there it was, being played out undeniably before him, the life he was now choosing with his every grumble and every argument.

Hours passed, though Aydrian was unaware of time, when finally the voice in his head told him: Trust Lady Dasslerond, for she will bring to you great power.

Only then did Aydrian realize that other images were dancing around inside the cloudy reflections of the mirror. He saw great cities, so unlike anything he had ever seen in the quiet and subtle tree houses of Caer’alfar. He saw open-air markets and a huge building—one of the abbeys, he realized, though he knew not how he knew that. Throngs of people—human beings, like him!—moved about in the images, some seeming to walk to the very edge of the glassy barrier to stare at him.

The young man was drawn to those images, was leaning forward, though he didn’t realize it. He felt a pang of emptiness more profound than anything he had ever known before, and that lonely feeling was only enhanced by the spirit figure subtly telling him of the potential he might one day realize.

Lady Dasslerond will take you on the path to great power, Aydrian heard clearly in his mind. He started to suspect then that this might be a trick of the Touel’alfar to win his obedience to the lady. But then the spirit surprised him, continuing, And then I will show you how best to use that power.

Aydrian sat bolt upright at the surprising promise, and the shock broke his concentration, the images in the mirror fast fading to nothingness. He could no longer see the spirit silhouette, could no longer see the clouds in the mirror, could no longer, he then realized, even see the edges of the mirror, for the cave had grown pitch-black.

Some time after, Aydrian crawled out of the earthen cave to find that he was alone in the forest. He didn’t even look to see if any of the elves might be hiding in the boughs of the leafy trees all around him, for he sensed they were not there—and, in truth, he didn’t care if they were. He found a clear spot not far from the Oracle cave where he could see a significant portion of the starry nighttime sky.

Then he sat down and stared up, let his spirit climb high into the starlit canopy as he pondered the telepathic communication—what did it mean? A chance, perhaps?

Somehow he felt as if there might indeed be a path to immortality.

“You should not be surprised,” To’el said to Lady Dasslerond when they were back in Caer’alfar, long before Aydrian had emerged from the hole. She spoke tentatively, fully aware that Dasslerond was not used to being talked to in such a manner. “He has grown more obstinate and unruly since Brynn Dharielle left us. I expected that he would refuse you again and force you to put him out.”

“Yet he stayed in the cave at Oracle,” Lady Dasslerond reminded. To’el shrugged as if that was of little consequence against the overwhelming wave of negativity that Aydrian had become. “Perhaps you view our young ranger in the wrong light,” Dasslerond explained. “You are reacting to him according to the standards that we place upon our other students.”

“Is he not to become a ranger?” To’el asked, her voice halting, for Lady Dasslerond’s expression, one of cold calculation, was impressive indeed.

“Only to the extent that he is being trained by the Touel’alfar,” said Dasslerond. “Not in the respect that a ranger then returns to his people to serve them as silent protector.”

“He is to remain here?” asked To’el, not thrilled with the idea. “For how long?”

“Until he is ready,” said Dasslerond. “Aydrian was not brought into Caer’alfar out of any debt we felt to his father, nor because the world was in need of another ranger. He was brought for one reason alone; and while you see his stubbornness as a detriment to the training, I view his independent arrogance as a necessary quality.”

To’el started to ask what that one reason was, though she realized that it had to involve the stain, the rot, that the demon dactyl had inflicted upon Andur’Blough Inninness. Dasslerond’s expression told her not to walk down that avenue, so she changed the subject somewhat. “Yet you were ready to put him out of Caer’alfar,” she said. “When he defied you at the tree, you were ready to put him out of Andur’Blough Inninness altogether, perhaps even to have him killed. I recognized the sincerity in your threat, Lady.”

“We walk a narrow plank with that one,” Lady Dasslerond admitted. “I see his incredible strength growing daily. It is an inner willpower that he will need, and yet I understand that if we cannot control that power and bend it to our needs, then he becomes worse than a waste of our time. He becomes a danger.”

“He is just a human,” To’el started to say.

Dasslerond narrowed her golden eyes. “He has the fighting prowess of his father, at least,” she said. “And he is strong in the gemstones, as was his mother, perhaps beyond her and beyond our understanding. But more important, he has strength of mind too great to be controlled or diverted. He knows of us, and yet, unlike all of the others, he will not see the world our way; and I doubt he will ever come to view the Touel’alfar as his true family.”

“Yet we continue to share with him our secrets,” said To’el.

“I hope Oracle will give him peace of mind,” Dasslerond explained. “If the ghost of his father finds him and guides him, then perhaps our young Aydrian will become more agreeable.”

To’el was more than satisfied with that explanation, for, in truth, it was more than she ever would have expected. She nodded and bowed gracefully, then left the lady to her thoughts—thoughts obviously centered on young Aydrian.

Indeed, Lady Dasslerond was recalling her last encounter with the young human, was measuring his obstinance against the fact that her scouts were reporting that he was still down in the earthen cave, was still either engaged in Oracle or was at least trying. Lady Dasslerond was not overfond of the young ranger—she didn’t particularly care for any humans, and found Aydrian even less likable than any of the others she had dealt with. But that was because young Aydrian was less malleable, Dasslerond knew, and she would have to use his independence and pride against him. For, indeed, Aydrian was there, had been there from the very beginning, for the singular purpose of eradicating the stain of the demon dactyl.

Lady Dasslerond still did not understand exactly what such a task might require—would Aydrian have to travel to the dark underworld to do battle with Bestesbulzibar?—but she did suspect that this ranger’s sacrifice would have to be no less than that of his father.

Lady Dasslerond had no illusions that young Aydrian would give his life for her or for Caer’alfar. No, she’d have to continue to walk the narrow plank, as she’d put it to To’el. She’d have to balance control over the young man with allowing him to grow stronger in many areas.

And she’d have to bury her own anger, and repeatedly, as her tolerance for the unruly human continued to wane.


Chapter 8
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Scheming for the Good of the World

SHE LOOKED AT THE BOUQUETS, HUNDREDS AND HUNDREDS OF ROSES AND CARNATIONS, with a mixture of awe, gratification, respect, and regret. Never had Jilseponie seen so many flowers all together in one place! Never had she experienced such a sweet aroma as this—truly overwhelming. Though for King Danube to do something this dramatic was not too difficult a feat—a snap of his fingers and a call to his many servants—never since her days with Elbryan had anyone gone so out of his way in an effort to please her.

And so she was flattered, and so the mere volume of flowers inspired awe; but there was, too, some sense of regret in her. This had been her best summer with Danube by far. Their conversations had been light and friendly, full of honest discussion of the state of the kingdom and what each of them might do to improve the lot of the common folk. The King was witty and charming, full of mirth and smiles, and while Jilseponie appreciated that type of companionship, she understood herself to be the source of those smiles.

Thus, the discomfort. And now this, to awaken to find her room, and half the upstairs of Chasewind Manor, full of bouquets. It was the most overt act of love Danube had shown her since his arrival, one that asked her in a less-than-subtle manner to elevate their friendship to a higher and more emotional level, a level that Jilseponie was not sure she could yet handle.

A level that the widow of Nightbird believed she would never desire again.

Danube was waiting for her when she went downstairs, sitting in the common room and shifting a bit nervously, Jilseponie saw. He had taken a chance, obviously so, at great risk to his pride.

She didn’t know how she should respond. The realization surprised her somewhat, but the last thing she wanted to do was hurt King Danube. He had been so patient with her through all these years of living in the shadow of Nightbird, and, except for the flowers, had been careful not to apply too much pressure to Jilseponie. So what was she to do now?

She walked right up to stand before him, and as he rose she moved even closer and kissed him on the cheek—drawing more than a few wide-eyed stares, even gasps, from the King’s bodyguard, who were standing about the perimeter of the room.

Danube, so obviously caught off his guard, stammered and fought hard to maintain some semblance of composure.

“They are truly beautiful,” Jilseponie said sincerely. “It is not often that a man of your power and station would go to such trouble, and at such personal risk.”

The last part of her statement rocked Danube back on his heels, and he looked at her curiously. “Personal risk?” he echoed, and he shook his head and chuckled. “Ever do you speak bluntly, Baroness. Perhaps that is the quality I most admire in you.”

Jilseponie, too, smiled widely. “I have seen too much,” she explained, “to be bothered by the foibles of the human condition. Take my words as a great compliment and as a sincere thank-you.”

“For I have managed to brighten your morning?” Danube asked, and her widening smile was all the answer he needed.

“It is a glorious morning, with a cool breeze blowing across the golden warmth of the sun,” the King went on. “Will you ride with me?”

It was an invitation Jilseponie wouldn’t think of refusing, and soon after, she and King Danube were galloping across the fields behind Chasewind Manor, feeling the wind in their hair and the sun on their faces. To Danube’s credit, he did not press the questions he had obviously opened with the bouquets, and Jilseponie appreciated the space and the time that she might properly think through that somewhat surprising advance.

They rode for most of the morning, shared a wonderful lunch on the back balcony of the mansion, then King Danube asked if Jilseponie would join him on a sail out of the harbor and into the Gulf of Corona, a short trip to watch the amusing dolphins Duke Bretherford had informed him had come in earlier in the week.

In truth, Jilseponie found that she would have liked nothing more than to join Danube on that exciting adventure, for she had heard some of his soldiers talking of the great dolphins, gracefully leaping twenty feet out of the water.

“I fear I must refuse this day,” she had to say, “for I have agreed to a previous and important engagement and have little time to spare.”

It seemed to her as if Danube wanted to ask her about that engagement, perhaps even that a bit of jealousy came into his gray eyes. But to his credit, he did not press the issue. “Enough time for another ride, then?” he asked instead. “A short run through the back fields?”

Smiling, Jilseponie nodded. Soon enough, the pair were out again, trotting easily along the beautiful grounds behind Chasewind Manor, the scents of the summertime fields thick about them, the chatter of the many birds adding natural song to the dance of the horses.

“The sailing will be fine this day,” King Danube remarked offhandedly. “Are you certain you cannot join me?”

Jilseponie wanted to accept that invitation—she truly did!—and her expression conveyed that clearly to King Danube. “I cannot,” she explained, “for I have promised to spend the afternoon with Abbot Braumin, who is making preparations for the dedication of the Chapel of Avelyn.”

“Your old friend Brother Avelyn,” King Danube remarked. “When will that Church get around to canonizing him? Did not the time of plague convince them? Did it not convince every man and woman in all the kingdom? In all the world?”

It did Jilseponie’s heart good to hear the King of Honce-the-Bear speaking so highly of her lost friend, even more so because she understood the sincerity behind Danube’s words. He was not just saying these things to please Jilseponie.

“I could, perhaps, speak with the current Abbot of St. Honce,” Danube offered. “Though I doubt that the voice of Ohwan carries much weight within the Church—at least, if the Church has grown wiser since the days of Markwart’s rule.” He laughed at the little joke, but Jilseponie, who did not know of Abbot Ohwan, didn’t understand it.

“The process of canonization is well under way, I have been told,” she replied. “Even those in the Church who do not favor the teachings of Avelyn cannot dispute the miracles at Mount Aida, not the second one, at least. Not a single man or woman who entered the covenant and tasted the blood of Avelyn was subsequently touched by the rosy plague, and all those who went there already ill were cured.”

“It would seem that if any have ever been truly worthy of the title of saint, Avelyn Desbris certainly is,” Danube said with a smile. He glanced up at the sky then, noting that the sun had well passed its zenith, and his smile turned into a frown. “You must be away to St. Precious,” he said. “We meet again tonight, perhaps?”

Jilseponie considered the invitation for a moment. Her first instinct was to refuse—hadn’t she been spending too much time with King Danube already, and in a relationship that was fast edging toward a deeper, more uncomfortable level? But, to her surprise, she found herself accepting.

Danube’s smile seemed as bright as the sun itself. “This time you’ll not beat me back to Chasewind!” he cried, and he turned his horse and thundered away.

Jilseponie honestly considered letting Danube finally beat her that day; after all, hadn’t he just filled the second level of Chasewind Manor with flowers for her? It was a fleeting thought, though, one that washed away as soon as she put her heels to Greystone’s flanks.

She had already dismounted and was walking Greystone by the time King Danube joined her at the small paddock behind the mansion’s stables.

His smile had not diminished at all.

“He will ask for your hand this season?” Abbot Braumin asked. Jilseponie looked at him hard, wondering why he was so pressing her this day. “Every indication is that King Danube will seek to make Jilseponie his queen before the turn of the year.”

“Then he has told everyone save Jilseponie,” she replied rather sternly.

“Well, of course, he must be certain of your answer before he dares ask,” said Braumin. “It would not do for the King of Honce-the-Bear to have such a proposal refused!”

Jilseponie shrugged and looked away. Of course, Braumin was correct in all his reasoning, as those apparent rumors were, she believed, truthful. All the indications were that King Danube was indeed heading down a trail that would lead to the altar of St. Honce.

“And what will you say?” Abbot Braumin asked bluntly.

“Have we not spoken enough of this already?” Jilseponie returned, shooting him a perfectly exasperated look.

“I fear that we have not, if you know not the answer,” said Braumin. “Is it not my place to guide you through this difficult decision?”

“As the abbot of St. Precious?” Jilseponie asked.

“As your friend,” Braumin corrected.

“Then speak to me as a friend,” said Jilseponie. “It is obvious that you desire that I accept him—do not even begin to try to deny such a preference—and yet you skirt the issue with pleasantries and subtle hints, one after another.”

Abbot Braumin looked down at the floor and sighed deeply. “True enough,” he admitted. “I do wish the union, because in that union, Jilseponie will have a much greater voice, with a much greater potential to make the world a better place, and to elevate Avelyn and Jojonah to the status they so rightfully deserve. For me, all other missions seem to pale beside that reality.”

“But you are not the one who must then share your life and your soul with the King,” Jilseponie reminded. Again Braumin sighed, openly admitting defeat.

“There is another possibility,” he said a moment later.

“I have not yet told you that I mean to decline Danube’s proposal, should it come,” Jilseponie reminded.

“But in the meanwhile, there is something that we might be able to get King Danube to agree to that would give you a greater voice in the city and in all the region.”

Jilseponie looked at him curiously.

“I have been offered the position of presiding over the initiation and first year of the Chapel of Avelyn,” the abbot admitted. “And while that would seem a demotion—and, indeed, in the purest sense it would be—it would grant me the power to oversee the very direction of that soon-to-be abbey, and soon-to-be, unless I miss my guess, very influential abbey. That would leave a void at St. Precious that none above Jilseponie would be capable of filling.”

“But I am already the baroness,” she started to reply, but the words trailed away as she came to comprehend what Braumin was talking about. “Another bishop?” she asked skeptically. “After the debacle of Markwart’s lackeys?”

“That was different,” Braumin assured her.

“King Danube would never agree to the appointment of another bishop, not after the disaster that was Marcalo De’Unnero,” Jilseponie said confidently.

“In both previous cases, with Brother De’Unnero and Brother Francis, the position originated within the Church, not the State,” Braumin explained. “In this instance, the Church would be offering an expansion of King Danube’s power, not the other way around. He may indeed agree, especially considering the trust he has in the person in question.”

“But then the Church would never agree to it,” Jilseponie argued.

“It was Master Fio Bou-raiy of St.-Mere-Abelle who proposed it to me,” Abbot Braumin admitted. “Yours is a voice that many in the Church have long craved to hear speaking from the pulpit.”

While Jilseponie could not deny the truth of that statement, especially after her work in discovering and then precipitating the covenant of Avelyn, she had never numbered Fio Bou-raiy of St.-Mere-Abelle among the “many” that Braumin now spoke of. The mere fact that Bou-raiy had suggested the significant power shift set off alarms within her mind. Perhaps Bou-raiy and others were accepting the seeming inevitability of a union between her and King Danube and were trying to stake a claim to her voice now, while they still might find some level of influence.

Of course, such a union would send Jilseponie to Ursal, and would thus leave a void in Palmaris.

“You are trading on my good favor with the King,” Jilseponie suddenly accused, a dark side of this discussion coming into focus. “I become bishop, then go off to become queen, and who then—”

“I do none of this for personal gain!” Abbot Braumin interrupted dramatically. He rushed forward and grabbed her by the shoulders, squaring to face her. “I would never do such a thing. If you go to Ursal to become queen of Honce-the-Bear, then, yes, I would be your likely successor as Bishop of Palmaris.”

“Then I am just a means for you, or for Fio Bou-raiy, to once again entrench your Church in Palmaris?” Jilseponie stated as much as asked.

“Hardly entrenched if King Danube, with Jilseponie whispering into his ear, decides that there will be no bishop should you leave to become queen,” Braumin reminded her. “I do none of this for personal gain, on my word.”

Jilseponie paused before replying and looked hard at her dear friend, and knew at once that, of course, he was speaking truthfully. “But for the gain of your Church,” she did say.

“For the gain of the people of Palmaris,” Braumin corrected. “Better that you lead both spiritually and secularly when I go north than have Master Fio Bou-raiy handpick another from St.-Mere-Abelle—one, likely, who knows nothing of Palmaris and her needs. And better, then, if I return to lead both spiritually and secularly in your absence than to have King Danube appoint one such as Duke Kalas, or Duke Tetrafel, as baron. This is not taking advantage of your relationship with King Danube, but rather it is seizing an opportunity presented to us. Can you deny the gain to our cause, and that our cause is for the betterment of the people?”

Jilseponie took her time again to digest the words. The whole thing held a bit of a stench to her, seeming somehow unseemly, but despite all that, she did agree with Braumin’s assessment that it was her place and his and everyone else’s to do what they might to make the world a better place. And as bishop of Palmaris, she could certainly implement some changes that would better the lives of the common folk of the region.

“Allow Master Bou-raiy and me to go and speak with King Danube on this issue of appointing you as bishop,” Braumin begged her. “We will say nothing of your involvement—indeed, it would be better if you do not tell me of your final decision on the matter until and unless it is formally offered you.”

“If that is the case, then why do you need my permission to go to King Danube?” Jilseponie asked.

“Because you are my friend,” Abbot Braumin answered without the slightest hesitation. “And while I do agree with Master Bou-raiy on this issue, and while I do wish to be free to go and preside over the beginnings of the Chapel of Avelyn, I would flatly refuse the offer if I thought that it would, in any way, bring harm to our friendship.”

Jilseponie looked away, staring vacantly, her mind rolling back over the years to her youthful days in Dundalis; to her time in Palmaris when she was Cat-the-Stray, a lost young woman with no memory of the tragedy that had stolen her family, her friends, and her youth. How far she had come! Here she was now speaking of events that would change the lives of perhaps thirty thousand people! Perhaps more! And if she became queen of Honce-the-Bear, she would hold the second voice in the greatest kingdom in all the world. Cat-the-Stray, Jilseponie, guiding the lives of hundreds of thousands.

The mere thought of it made her knees weaken and sent her stomach into flip-flops. And yet, she had to fight past those fears and doubts. She could not deny this opportunity that fate had put before her. No, when she had returned from Dundalis to do battle with the rosy plague, when she had thrown off the nickname of Pony and had become Jilseponie to all the world, she had firmly told herself that she would accept her responsibilities, that she would give of herself to better the world, however she might. This was who she was now, a person in the service of the common folk, a person who had decided that her duty would supersede her personal desires.

Perhaps there was some nefarious plotting behind the scenes at St.-Mere-Abelle—not with Abbot Braumin, though, for Jilseponie knew her friend better than to believe that! But even if that was the case, she could not refuse the invitation, should it come. The people would gain by her accepting and then by honestly telling King Danube that he would be doing the folk of Palmaris a good turn by allowing Braumin to succeed her, should it come to that.

“He has not asked for my hand,” Jilseponie quietly reminded him.

Abbot Braumin smiled widely. “Perhaps then your reign as bishop will be long indeed.”

Jilseponie didn’t return the smile, just narrowed her eyes and looked hard at him. “How long do you plan to remain out of the city?” she asked. “A few months if I go to Ursal? Or forever if I stay here?”

Abbot Braumin laughed. “I would remain in the north if you remained as bishop, ’tis true,” he said. “But only because I would know in my heart that the folk of Palmaris would be better served if I did so. And only because I feel it my calling to oversee the transformation of Avelyn to sainthood.”

Jilseponie couldn’t retain her stern expression against her dear friend, and she shook her head and chuckled helplessly, then bent over and kissed Abbot Braumin on the cheek, hugging him close. “Whatever the good to the world, my own private world will be emptier without you at my side.”

“Caer Tinella’s not so far,” said Braumin, though both of them understood that Jilseponie was really referring to the distance that would separate them should she decide to marry King Danube. Ursal was a long way from Palmaris.

Jilseponie’s thoughts were whirling when Abbot Braumin left her. She had known of the rumors that King Danube would ask for her hand this year, of course, but hearing it spoken so openly and matter-of-factly had made it so much more tangible, so much more real.

For the first time, Jilseponie honestly sat back and considered how she might answer such a proposal from the King of Honce-the-Bear. Agreeing to become bishop was one thing, and not really a difficult choice. But becoming queen entailed so much more.

She blew a dozen deep breaths as she sat there alone, letting her thoughts spin and spin.

Not one of those breaths even began to steady her.

King Danube Brock Ursal sat, staring at his two guests, thinking it fortunate that Duke Targon Bree Kalas had decided against coming to Palmaris this year. For if the volatile warrior-Duke had come north, then surely he would be at King Danube’s side now. If he was, then surely he would be trembling with rage at the suggestion of these two Abellican monks that King Danube appoint yet another bishop of Palmaris!

“You do not begin to doubt Jilseponie’s ability in this,” Abbot Braumin said rather bluntly. “And, yes, you are right in assuming that the Church is trying to steal a bit of her away from the State. And why should we not? Was it not Jilseponie who found the covenant of Avelyn and brought the word, not to the castle door in Ursal, but to the front gate of St.-Mere-Abelle? Was it not Jilseponie who accompanied Brother Avelyn Desbris, who will likely soon be declared a saint, to Mount Aida to do battle with and destroy the demon dactyl? The Church has desired her voice for many years, my King.” He ended with a great laugh, though he noted that Master Bou-raiy was scowling at him in angry disbelief.

King Danube, after staring at him blankly for a few moments, managed a chuckle of his own. “I am not used to such honesty from your Church, Abbot Braumin,” Danube remarked in a friendly tone.

“Perhaps it was the lack of politics that confused you, my King,” said Braumin, very aware of the fact that Master Bou-raiy was sitting back in his chair more comfortably then, willingly following his lead. They had been speaking for nearly an hour and had found no movement in Danube at all—until now. “For we have come here speaking simple truth,” Braumin went on, “and offering you an opportunity that will favor us both in the end, because it will favor the people of Palmaris.”

“And how long might we expect this … situation of bishop to hold?” the King asked, rolling his hand in the air as a signal for Braumin to continue.

“For as long as Jilseponie desires it,” the abbot of St. Precious replied. “Until, perhaps, she finds her way to another title in a more southern city.”

King Danube sat up very straight in the blink of an eye, and Master Bou-raiy, too, came forward in his seat, both of them obviously stunned by the abbot’s forwardness.

“What do you know of it?” the King demanded.

“Nothing more than the rumors that every man and woman in Palmaris has been whispering for more than two years,” Abbot Braumin said with a chuckle.

“And you have spoken with Jilseponie on this … on these, matters?” the King asked, his voice suddenly shaky.

“He has not!” Fio Bou-raiy interjected, and Braumin had to bite his lip so he wouldn’t laugh at the sincere horror in the master’s voice. Bou-raiy was afraid that Braumin might be stepping too boldly here and might therefore alienate the King. A logical fear, the abbot had to admit, except that he was seeing something else in Danube’s eyes. Yes, he was the king, and a fine and heroic leader, but he was also a man, plain and simple, and Jilseponie had stolen his heart. Thus, King Danube was a man vulnerable.

“If I have spoken with her, then obviously I cannot divulge any of that to you, my King,” Braumin said. “Jilseponie Wyndon is my dearest friend in all the world, and I’ll not betray her.”

King Danube started to stutter a retort to that, but Braumin cut him short.

“But, my King, rest assured, for your own reputation and for the sensibilities of my friend, if I knew that she would refuse your proposal, then I would tell you plainly and privately,” the abbot said.

“Then you know she will not,” King Danube reasoned.

Abbot Braumin shrugged. “I believe that she does not know,” he admitted, “but I can assure you that she holds nothing but fondness and respect for you.”

“And love?” the King asked.

Again Braumin shrugged, but he was smiling warmly, and it seemed as if that answer was good enough for King Danube.

“I will offer her the position of bishop, then,” Danube decided after a few moments of quiet contemplation. He continued with a sly look. “We will see how long she holds the title.”

As soon as they left King Danube, Master Bou-raiy turned sharply on Braumin. “Whatever possessed you to take such a risk?” the master from St.-Mere-Abelle demanded. “One does not become personal with the King of Honce-the-Bear!”

“This is not about politics, Master Bou-raiy,” Abbot Braumin casually replied. “This is about the future of my dearest friend. I’ll not barter her happiness for the sake of your election to succeed Father Abbot Agronguerre. And be warned now that, whatever the outcome, Jilseponie will indeed be a strong voice at the next College of Abbots, and that Abbot Braumin of St. Precious holds a strong voice with Jilseponie.”

That set Bou-raiy back on his heels, for he hadn’t imagined that Braumin would so turn his own plan back on him!

Braumin stopped walking then and turned to face the stern man directly. “I agree to this, as does Jilseponie, because it is the right thing to do,” he explained. “I desired to see if King Danube would agree for the same reasons, because Jilseponie should know his heart on the matter. And so I took what may be construed as a great chance, but only construed that way if one is viewing the potential gain or loss to the Church.”

“You are an abbot,” Bou-raiy reminded.

“I am a friend first, an abbot second,” Braumin said quietly. He turned and walked away, very conscious that Fio Bou-raiy was not following.


Chapter 9
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The Revelry Trap

DE’UNNERO KNEW THAT SOMETHING WAS AFOOT AS SOON AS MICKAEL AND JOELLUS entered the common room at Micklin’s Village. All the huntsmen were together with him, a rare occasion since the season had begun to wane and all fifteen were often out setting their trap lines in preparation for their autumn hundred-mile pilgrimage to Tyankin’s Corner, the town that held the market for the huntsmen of the region.

But they were all here this evening, even surly Micklin, though the stars were out and shining and the wind was not too chill—a perfect evening for setting trap lines.

The talk in the common room was light, mostly concerning the impending journey and the expected takes on the fur piles—and on the amount of booze, food, and women that take might buy. De’Unnero hardly listened, for he hardly cared, and soon enough he started for the door, thinking to get a good night’s sleep.

“Where’re ye going, Bertram?” came Micklin’s voice behind him before he neared the door.

De’Unnero paused to consider that unexpected call, yet another confirmation to him that something was out of the ordinary this evening—for Micklin rarely noticed him, unless the burly man had some chore needing to be done. And Micklin never, ever, used De’Unnero’s assumed name, at least not in any way that was not derisive.

“I hope to complete the second woodpile tomorrow,” De’Unnero explained, turning. He saw that every man in the room was staring at him, and that several were grinning. “The day may yet be warm, and I hope to be done before the sun is high in the sky.”

“I’m thinkin’ that ye won’t be working much tomorrow,” Mickael put in from the side of the room, and he ended with a snort and a chuckle.

“Sleepin’, most o’ the day,” another man, Jedidie, agreed. “Pukin’ after that!”

That brought a roar and a nod from Micklin. Another of the men moved toward De’Unnero, pulling a silver cup out from behind him with one hand and an ornate, decorated bottle out with the other.

De’Unnero caught on immediately; the huntsmen hadn’t made too big a deal about his efforts to secure their village against the band of rogues. He had received a few pats on the back, to be sure, and many offers of splitting gol’bears once the furs were sold, but now it seemed obvious to him that the men wanted to more deeply show their appreciation. And why not? De’Unnero’s efforts had saved them more than half a season’s catch, several horses, and most of their precious belongings. De’Unnero’s amazing defense of Micklin’s Village had likely saved a couple of them, at least, their very lives, for if the thieves had been about when the first of the hunters had returned …

But the former monk didn’t want the accolades or the cheers and most assuredly did not want the potent drink. He didn’t want any reminders of that defense of Micklin’s Village, what he still considered a horrible failure on his part for letting loose the deadly weretiger.

They were all cheering then, calling out the name Bertram Dale with enthusiasm, and the man before him thumbed the cork out of the bottle, the forceful popping alone telling De’Unnero that it was elvish boggle, a rare and extraordinarily priced drink. Grinning wide enough to show all six of his teeth, the man half filled the silver cup, handing it over.

“For savin’ me the trouble o’ killing the fools meself,” said Micklin, holding his own cup up in toast, and every other cup in the room went up except for one.

Marcalo De’Unnero stood staring at the pale, bubbling boggle, sniffing the delicate bouquet and coming to terms with the fact that he owed these men their moment of celebration. He considered the boggle—boggle!—and reminded himself that his drink alone was worth a small pouch of gol’bears, perhaps a large pouch in regions where boggle was more rare.

After a few moments, the former monk glanced up, to see that every cup was still raised, all eyes upon him, waiting patiently.

“Take yer drink and give yer speech!” one of the men shouted from the side, and the room broke up in laughter.

Despite himself, Marcalo De’Unnero gave a laugh as well. “I did what needed to be done, nothing more,” he said.

“Drink first, speak later!” came a shout, and all the room took up the cheer, “Hear, hear for Bertram Dale!” and all began to drink.

De’Unnero did as well, slowly and carefully, feeling the slight burn, mixed with the tingling and deceivingly delicate aroma. He knew the power of boggle, a thoroughly overpowering drink, though not from any firsthand experience. For Marcalo De’Unnero had ever been a creature of discipline and control, and he knew that such liquors defeated both. He had seen his share of drunks, mostly begging at the gates of St.-Mere-Abelle, and he had no sympathy and no use for such weak individuals.

But he did drink the boggle this one time, letting all of it flow down his throat in one long, slow swallow. Then he straightened and wiped his lips, and had to take a long moment reorienting himself, for even that small cup of the potent liquid had sent his mind into a bit of a spin.

“Speech! Speech!” some men yelled, but others chimed in even more loudly, “Food! Food!” To De’Unnero’s relief, that second call quickly won out, as several men ran back behind tables and brought forth trays laden with meats and berries and cakes—so many cakes! More cakes than Marcalo De’Unnero had ever before seen!

And he was glad of the feast, because it had gotten him out of giving a speech and because he felt like he needed some food to steady the spinning in his head.

They all sat down and the talk began anew, as trays made their way about the tables, with bottles inevitably following. Questions came at De’Unnero from every corner, with the men wanting to know how he had taken out three armed men in the compound, then had chased another down on the road and slain him, as well.

Bertram Dale recounted his tale as modestly as possible, crediting a good deal of luck for his victories more than any amazing skill, for the last thing that De’Unnero wanted was to call attention to his fighting prowess, which, in this wild town, would most certainly invite challenges.

Other conversations inevitably died away, as all came to listen intently.

One man near De’Unnero did move, though, lifting a bottle of boggle as if to fill the talking man’s cup again.

Without missing a word in his mostly fabricated recounting, De’Unnero moved his hand to cover the cup. He knew better than to partake of any more of the potent drink.

“Bah, the cakes’re dry,” the man with the bottle protested. “How’re ye to eat ’em without something to wash ’em down?” Laughing, he brought his other hand forward, as if to move De’Unnero’s hand away, but with a sudden twist and hardly any interruption in his story, De’Unnero flipped his hand over the grabbing man’s hand and slammed it down on the table.

Not much of a move, really, but one executed so perfectly that many eyes widened; and many, De’Unnero knew, had just gained further insight into how this quiet and humble man might have so fended off the raid on their village.

“No more drink,” he said to the man calmly, releasing him and then putting his hand back over the cup. “Just blueberry juice, if we’ve any.”

A wineskin was soon passed along and De’Unnero’s cup was filled with juice. De’Unnero quickly concluded his tale.

The former monk tried to excuse himself again after the meal, but the huntsmen would hear nothing of it, claiming that the party was just getting started. They all milled about, falling back to their minor conversations, though many kept at De’Unnero, begging him to recount his story again and again.

The former monk played along, and soon admitted to himself that he was enjoying this attention. Perhaps it was the boggle, perhaps the mere fact that for so long he had been forced to hide his identity and his exploits. One day long ago—so very long ago it seemed!—he had enjoyed talking, particularly if he was the subject of the conversation. During his days at St. Mere-Abelle, De’Unnero had earned his reputation as a self-promoter, a bit of a braggart, except that he had never, ever said anything about his abilities that he could not prove.

So now he was enjoying the night with his … his friends, he supposed, for these men of Micklin’s Village were as close to being his friends as he expected anyone would ever again be. There was a simple charm to this gathering and this night, boisterous, lighthearted, and without implications beyond the headaches that most of his fellows would awake to in the morning.

Soon enough, Marcalo De’Unnero stopped trying to leave.

“He’s a bit too tight in the arse, by me thinkin’,” Mickael said mischievously to Joellus sometime later. The grubby Mickael tossed his long and stringy hair from his patchy face and gave a wink, then slithered over behind Bertram Dale and waited patiently as the hero took a sip from his mug of berry juice, then set the cup down on the small table and continued with his conversation.

Mickael tipped his own cup to pour just a bit of his drink into that cup, then moved back beside Joellus.

“I’ll get the others to take turns,” Joellus said, catching on and grinning widely, his misshapen, grayish teeth sporting blue stains from the mixture of boggle and juice in his glass. “Just a bit at a time,” Mickael explained. “Don’t want him tasting it and getting all ferocious on us.”

They both laughed at that, and Joellus moved across the room, to the same spot Mickael had just occupied behind Bertram Dale. After similarly tipping his cup over Bertram’s, then topping off Bertram’s drink with berry juice, Joellus moved away to find another conspirator.

With each refill, the group found that they could safely put more of the potent whiskey into Bertram Dale’s drink, and it soon became obvious to all that the normally introverted man was beginning to loosen up. He was laughing and talking, and he even, at one point, mentioned something that would indicate that he had spent some time serving in the Abellican Church, at the great Abbey of St.-Mere-Abelle, no less!

Mickael watched it all with growing amusement, thinking it perfectly harmless.

“Ye was in the Church?” Jedidie said to Bertram Dale.

The surprised tone of the man’s voice reminded Marcalo De’Unnero that he should be careful of what he said—when he thought about it, he could hardly believe that he had mentioned his involvement with the Abellicans in any way at all.

“No,” he answered, scouring his thoughts—his surprisingly fuzzy recollections—to try to find some way to undo the potential damage.

“You just said that you worked at St.-Mere-Abelle, out in the east, a monk’s place if e’er there was one,” another of the nearby huntsmen argued. The man’s more educated accent told De’Unnero that he was somewhat more sophisticated than his companions, and the manner in which he spoke of St.-Mere-Abelle suggested that he knew much of the place. “You even spoke of working on the wall, and that’s work for monks alone,” the man went on, confirming De’Unnero’s fears. “So when were you talking to both sides, Bertram Dale? When you said you did work on the seawall of St.-Mere-Abelle Abbey or now when you’re denying it?”

De’Unnero settled back, trying to recall his every word, trying to find some middle ground here.

“What’re ye saying?” Jedidie asked the other huntsman.

“I lived in the area for a bit,” the man answered. “I’m knowing that you can’t be having it both ways.” He looked at De’Unnero’s obviously perplexed expression and added with a grin, “You were wearing the robes, weren’t you?”

“Briefly,” De’Unnero answered. “Very briefly. It took little time for me to learn that I was not of heart compatible with today’s Abellican Church.”

“It must have been some time ago,” the huntsman pressed. “You go into the order at twenty years, correct?”

De’Unnero nodded slightly in response, and turned to the side to retrieve his cup, lifting and draining it in one huge swallow.

He noted the burn as the liquid flowed down his throat. That meant nothing to him immediately, but then his eyes widened as he came to realize the truth, came to understand the reason behind the fuzziness of his recollections, the reason behind his, albeit minor, error here with this little group.

“It is not a time I wish to recount,” he said, and he stood up and bowed, somewhat ungracefully, and started away, unintentionally veering as he walked toward the door. Cold air would do him some good right then, he realized, and he wanted nothing more than to be out in the late summer night.

But others, wanting to hear again the tale of how Bertram had saved their village, had different ideas, and they corralled him before he got near the door, the press of their bodies bearing De’Unnero halfway across the room, where he fell into a comfortable chair.

He noted that another one, Mickael, was there almost immediately, placing his mug down on the nearest table and dragging it over so that it abutted the chair.

De’Unnero’s unhappy gaze went from that mug to the eyes of Mickael, but the man only snickered and melted into the tumult of the room.

Questions came at him from several angles, but De’Unnero hardly heard them, so intent was he on the internal workings of his being. This was not a situation with which he was at all familiar or comfortable. He was physically relaxed, whether he wanted to be or not, and mentally foggy and light-headed. He knew what he should or should not say, but he realized that he was answering questions too openly again even as he came to realize that he was talking at all!

“I’m wantin’ to hear more o’ St.-Mere-Abelle,” Jedidie said determinedly, pushing through to the front of the group standing before De’Unnero, practically falling into De’Unnero’s lap in the process.

The former monk felt a deep and primal stirring then, and had to consciously fight back against releasing the feral growl that had risen in his throat. Yes, the weretiger was right there with him, gaining strength as the human’s focus weakened.

Still, the man De’Unnero knew he could defeat the tiger. He could sit here and hold the weretiger in check as long as he could keep the foolish huntsmen back from his immediate space and from pressing any questions that became too uncomfortable.

“I’m goin’ to go there one day, I am!” Jedidie remarked, spraying De’Unnero with each slobbering word and staggering as he spoke so that he spilled some of his drink on De’Unnero’s pants leg.

The former monk closed his eyes and fought back with all of his shaky willpower, holding the beast at bay.

Another drink was shoved into his hand, accompanied by cries of, “Drink! Drink!” from many men. De’Unnero tried to resist and wound up with more than half the cup’s contents spilled onto his lap. He leaped up and felt the beast keenly, then slowed and pushed back with all his strength and focus, hardly paying attention as someone forced his arm up so that the cup tilted at his mouth, spilling the rest of its contents.

Hardly realizing the motion, De’Unnero drank some of the liquid and felt the sharp burn, realizing then that they were no longer even pretending to be giving him berry juice.

He couldn’t yell at them, though, for he had to keep his focus inward. Another drink was shoved up to his mouth, and then another, and he slapped at them and staggered away, yelling at them, pleading with them to leave him alone.

To their credit, they did let him go, and he veered and staggered across the room to slam heavily against the wall. Leaning on it for support, he managed to turn, then took many, many deep breaths, fighting the weretiger with every one, forcing himself into a mental place of calm.

He had it beaten, he believed, if only he could just stand there for a long while, with no drink and no talk.

No anything. Just calm.

With his eyes barely open and his thoughts turned inward, Marcalo De’Unnero didn’t even see the approach of burly Micklin, the man, obviously drunk, staggering right up to stand before him.

“How’d ye do it?” the big man asked, poking De’Unnero hard in the shoulder.

Grimacing more against the internal turmoil than against Micklin’s rude poke, De’Unnero opened his eyes and stared questioningly at the big man—and at the few others who stood behind Micklin, grinning.

“Eh, Mr. Bertram Dale?” Micklin pressed, poking hard again. “How’d the likes o’ skinny yerself take down the bandits? Ye got friends about that we’re not knowin’ of?” And he poked again, and De’Unnero understood that the man might well be directly jabbing the tiger at that point.

For there it was again, that terrible beast, using Micklin’s prodding finger like a beacon to get around the edges of Marcalo De’Unnero’s alcohol-weakened control.

“When did ye become so great a fighter?” asked Micklin, putting his face very close to De’Unnero’s, spitting at him with every word. “And might ye want to be showing us yer mighty techniques? Bah, pulling down three armed men!” Micklin turned and smiled at the onlookers. “Bah, but he’s had a hard time beatin’ up stubborn logs!”

That brought a laugh, and that, in turn, brought more people in to watch the growing spectacle. Those immediately behind Micklin grinned all the wider, knowingly.

Or so they thought, De’Unnero realized, for could they really know that which Micklin was now prodding? Could any man who had not seen the weretiger, or felt the beast within him, truly understand the level of primal rage and power?

De’Unnero came away from the wall then, determinedly standing straight.

“Bah, three men!” Micklin howled and he turned back and shoved De’Unnero hard against the wall.

“Four,” the former monk calmly corrected. “Do not forget the one on the road. I killed his horse, as well.”

“And a stupid thing that was to do!” roared Micklin.

De’Unnero understood the source of this one’s ire. Since the founding of this small community, Micklin had been undeniably and uncontestedly the man in control, the boss. Now, simply because of his actions this day, and not by words spoken against Micklin or in defiance of Micklin’s rule, De’Unnero had threatened that position.

He could see the rage mounting in the huge drunken man, could see Micklin trembling as his anger rose to explosive levels.

“Four, so he says!” Micklin yelled. “Hear ye all? The hero speaks!”

“Ah, ye be leavin’ him alone, Micklin,” said one man off to the side. “He ain’t done nothing but for the good of us all.”

“But he must show us!” Micklin demanded. “We’re all needin’ to learn to fight as well as Bertram Dale!” As he finished, the bully grabbed De’Unnero by the shoulders and pulled him away from the wall—or rather, he started to, for soon after he began to tug, Micklin pulled his hands back and clasped his face.

Clasped what was left of his face.

Marcalo De’Unnero, hardly aware of it, looked down to his right hand, his tiger paw, to see a huge chunk of Micklin’s face hanging there at the end of his great claws.

All noise in the room ceased immediately; all eyes were riveted to the two; and all jaws dropped open in disbelief.

De’Unnero then understood what was happening within him, what was coming over him fully, without hesitation, and without any chance of denial. The drink and the threat were too much for him, too demanding of the weretiger for him to suppress it. He knew it, too, understood what he was again becoming. He tried to call out for the other huntsmen to run away, to barricade themselves into their most secure buildings, to grab their weapons and slay him quickly. He wanted to say all that, but all that came out of his mouth was a great feline growl.

And then he felt the pain and the spasms as his body began the transformation. He heard them calling to him, asking him what was wrong, begging him to answer. He heard others screaming, yelling for everyone to look at Micklin, who was thrashing about the floor, blinded and in agony.

A moment later nobody in the room was paying any attention at all to poor Micklin. Every eye was trained on the spectacle of Bertram Dale, on the great tiger that Bertram Dale had become. For a few endless moments the room held perfectly still, that delicious moment of hush before the spring of the great predator.

And then it exploded, the leap and the thrashing, the blood spraying the walls and the floor, the screams and the futilely flailing limbs.

Several of the men got out of the common room, but the weretiger was soon in pursuit, chasing them around the village, pulling them down one by one and tearing them apart, or just delivering a single precise bite to crush a throat, then moving on, leaving the man to suffocate. A couple managed to get to their weapons, but even armed, and even when a trio managed to join in coordinated effort, the hunters were no match for the fury of the weretiger.

Marcalo De’Unnero awoke sometime later, in the forest some distance from Micklin’s Village. He recalled many of the scenes and the horrifying sounds, but he had no idea of how many of the fifteen villagers he might have killed.

Sore in every joint, his head throbbing from the previous night’s drinking—what fools they had been to secretly intoxicate him!—De’Unnero pulled himself to his feet and headed back toward the village. In a secluded place not far from the houses, he had buried a private stash of belongings, fearing just this type of incident. He had another set of clothing there, a water skin, a small knife, and most important of all, a bundle of parchments he had stolen from St.-Mere-Abelle when he had been sent away to investigate reports of the rosy plague in the southland a decade before.

Not even noting the movement, De’Unnero hugged those parchments to his chest as he looked back toward Micklin’s Village. He saw several forms moving between the houses, and he was glad that he had not killed them all, despite the fact that now he had left witnesses behind, yet more tales of the great man-tiger that had stalked the frontier of Honce-the-Bear for the last several years.

It wasn’t a legacy that did Marcalo De’Unnero proud.

With a resigned sigh admitting that the world itself might not be large enough to contain him, the bedraggled and weary wretch started away, down this road or that, or no road at all. How far might he walk? How many more remote villages might he find?

Or could he even, in good conscience, insinuate himself into the lives of others again? he had to ask himself. He had thought the weretiger beaten this time, suppressed and under his complete control. And though it had taken extraordinary events to bring forth the beast, such events might well happen again, he knew. Even worse, the tiger had found its way past his discipline and his determination and would not easily be put back away.

The weretiger’s hunger was sated now, if only temporarily. That, Marcalo De’Unnero realized and admitted, was the only reason that he didn’t then transform into the beast and rush headlong back into Micklin’s Village to finish what he had started. Because the great and terrible cat was still there, he knew, lurking below the surface, ready to claw its way out and rain destruction on De’Unnero’s enemies.

“If that was only the truth,” De’Unnero said aloud, voicing his frustrations, for it wasn’t that the weretiger arose to destroy enemies, but, rather, that the weretiger arose to destroy—randomly, indiscriminately.

Those men back there in Micklin’s Village—even the brute Micklin himself—had not deserved to face the fury of the weretiger. Perhaps Micklin had earned a punch in the mouth; perhaps De’Unnero would have been well served and justified in showing the man his more conventional martial powers, slapping him around and throwing him down, embarrassing him in front of the others. But that was the problem, the former monk recognized. He could not begin to seek that kind of a release for his frustrations, for that beginning would serve as a port for the lurking tiger. Yet, without that release, De’Unnero’s inevitably mounting frustrations would also serve as a port.

And so he was in an unwinnable and untenable position, and he was acutely aware of the fact that any village he entered would be placed in mortal danger by his mere presence.

He could not do that. No more, for now he could, and had to, admit the truth of his internal struggle.

The beast was stronger than the man.

Forlorn, facing an existence of exile, the life of a hermit, Marcalo De’Unnero wandered away from Micklin’s Village, moving west instead of east, further from the civilized lands of Honce-the-Bear.

He wandered for days, having little trouble in finding sustenance, for in his defeated state, Marcalo De’Unnero no longer tried to deny the urges of the weretiger. When he got hungry, he let the great cat run free, and soon enough, and so easily, he fed.

He didn’t know how many miles he had covered, or even how many days had gone by, when, while walking along a high ridgeline one late afternoon, he heard the sounds of a stringed instrument drifting past on the autumn breeze.

And a voice joined in the melody, one that Marcalo De’Unnero recognized.

As desperate for conversation as for revenge, the man ran along the ridge, trying to trace the source of the melody.

It seemed to come from everywhere at once, echoing off the stone walls of the rocky, hilly region.

He entertained the notion of letting loose the weretiger then, for surely the great cat would have little trouble finding the bard. He dismissed that thought immediately and completely, for his needs this day were of a different sort, were for companionship.

The sun began to disappear behind the western horizon; the song halted for a bit and then began again. As he searched for the direction once more, De’Unnero found a definitive clue: the glow of a campfire.

He moved with speed and made no attempt at stealth. A short while later, he simply strolled into Sadye’s camp, walking to stand directly across the fire from the surprised woman.

She leaped up, pulling her lute in defensively, wearing a horrified expression and glancing all around. De’Unnero expected her to try to run. But then, as if she merely came to accept the inevitable, her muscles relaxed and she even managed a helpless chuckle.

“I would not have believed that you would be stubborn enough to track me all the way out here,” she said.

“Not stubborn and not tracking,” De’Unnero honestly replied. “I happened upon you by chance. Simple luck.”

“Bad luck for Sadye the bard,” Sadye said.

De’Unnero merely shrugged.

“I am composing a new song,” Sadye said after a while. “ ‘The Lay of De’Unnero,’ I call it.”

That set the former monk back on his heels!

“That is your true identity, of course,” Sadye remarked. “Though I would have thought you much older.”

De’Unnero put on a puzzled expression and stared at her hard.

And she laughed all the louder. “Of course you are he!” she said. “Your movements alone betray you as an Abellican monk—a former Abellican monk.”

“There are many former Abellican monks,” De’Unnero answered.

“But how many of them have a reputation for turning into a tiger?” the woman asked. Her grin was sincere, for it was obvious that she had made some connection.

De’Unnero narrowed his eyes threateningly, if for no better reason than to destroy that confident grin.

“The rumors of Baron Rochefort Bildeborough’s demise?” Sadye asked. “Rumors tied to Bishop Marcalo De’Unnero.”

“You presume to know much.”

“That is my trade, is it not?” Sadye answered. “I collect tales, embellish them, and pass them along—though I must admit that the tale of Marcalo De’Unnero, if the rumors are true, needs little embellishment.”

“They are true,” De’Unnero said flatly, “every one.”

“You have not heard every one,” Sadye said.

“But I know that there are enough truths so that lies are unnecessary,” the man admitted.

“Then you are Marcalo De’Unnero, still alive despite all the efforts of the widow Wyndon?”

“Widowed because of me,” De’Unnero said. When Sadye raised her delicate eyebrows at that, he added, “Yes, it was Marcalo De’Unnero who slew Nightbird, curse his name.”

Sadye shook her head slowly, hardly digesting the information, stunned by the admission. “Why would you tell me—” she started to ask.

“Why would I not?” De’Unnero answered. “For all these years, I have had to hide my identity and my history. What have I to lose in telling you?”

“Because you mean to kill me,” Sadye stated more than asked.

“After the treatment your band offered me, can you give me a reason why I should not?” the former monk asked.

The woman paused, then shrugged. “Because without me, you are alone,” she said simply.

“With you, I will likely be alone soon enough,” the man replied. “You have seen the beast that is within me.”

Again came a reflective pause. “Then the tale of your last fight with Jilseponie is true,” Sadye remarked. “It is said that she goaded the tiger out of you, showing the truth of you to all the folk of Palmaris and to the Baron Tetrafel and his soldiers, thus banishing you from the city.”

“She goaded, or I allowed it,” De’Unnero replied with a casual shrug, trying very hard to show that he hardly card.

Too hard, he realized, as perceptive Sadye’s face brightened knowingly.

“I am still waiting for a reason,” the man said coldly.

Sadye stared at him hard. “I am not without talents,” she said, presenting her lute, with a touch of lewdness in her voice.

It was De’Unnero’s turn to laugh. “You are offering me companionship?” he said. “After seeing that other side of who I am?”

The woman shrugged. “Perhaps I enjoy living dangerously.”

“What you do not understand, dear, foolish bard, is that the weretiger can come out on its own accord,” the former monk admitted. “And it does not discriminate between friend and foe. Only between dinner and lunch.”

“Charming,” Sadye said dryly. “And,” she added, holding up her lute, “charming. I am not without skills, Marcalo De’Unnero, and not without magic. Perhaps I can help you.”

“And if you are wrong, the price would be your life,” De’Unnero replied.

“And if I do not try, is the cost any less?” Sadye remarked.

It was a good point, De’Unnero had to admit, for from Sadye’s point of view, she and her fellows had tried to kill him, and certainly he would pay her back then and there the same way he had paid back the other ruffians. But was that the case? De’Unnero honestly asked himself, for in truth, he harbored no resentment toward this interesting woman. Indeed, so relieved was he at merely hearing another human voice that he could not begin to imagine purposely killing her.

Of course, he knew that the weretiger might have other ideas.

“Your life is the stuff of epic song,” Sadye said. “And despite the actions of my former traveling companions—fools all and never friends of mine!—I truly am a bard, or hope to be. Who better than Sadye, who has seen the wrath of … your darker side, to write ‘The Lay of De’Unnero’?”

De’Unnero’s stare was less imposing, then, for in truth, he did not know what he was thinking. Sadye had caught him off guard with every turn of the conversation. Why in the world would she want to remain anywhere near him? Was this just a ploy to save her life, to buy her some time? That, of course, seemed the most probable.

“Leave,” he found himself to his own surprise saying to her. “Go far, far away and compose your song.”

The woman was obviously surprised, but she hid it well. She stood there for a moment, then carefully placed her lute on the ground beside her—and De’Unnero saw that it was gem encrusted, as he had expected when he had sensed the magic during the fight at Micklin’s Village.

“I would prefer to stay,” the ever-surprising Sadye said softly, and she came forward, placing a hand on the front of each of De’Unnero’s strong shoulders, then bringing one to his cheek, gently. So gently.

De’Unnero wanted to say something; he just didn’t know any appropriate words at that moment.

Sadye came even closer, her lips brushing his softly. “You fascinate me,” she whispered.

“I should frighten you,” he replied.

Sadye backed off just enough to show him her wistful smile. “Oh, you do,” she assured him, and she came forward again and kissed him hard, then pulled back. “And nothing excites me more than danger.”

She came at him again, forcefully, full of passion that bordered on anger, and De’Unnero resisted.

For the span of about three heartbeats. And then he was kissing her back, their arms rubbing all about each others’ bodies, their legs entwining and bodies pressing. Sadye pulled him to the side, tripped him, and down the pair went in a passionate tumble.

Marcalo De’Unnero had never known the love of a woman, both because of his standing among the brothers of St.-Mere-Abelle and, even more important, because giving in to such base emotions had always seemed to him an admission of weakness and a denial of discipline. He gave in then, though, wholly and with all his battered heart and soul; and it was not until that moment of completion, of complete release, that he understood the depth of the danger.

For in that instant of ecstasy, the beast within him growled, the primal urges of the tiger found their release to the surface.

Marcalo De’Unnero leaped away from Sadye and shoved her back when she tried to pursue. “Warned you,” he managed to gasp as the feline change began to strangle his throat.

And then he fell back, angry, so angry, because he knew that he was about to slaughter this one, too, thus throwing himself back into absolute solitude. He was becoming the weretiger and could not stop it, and Sadye would die as all the others had died.…

In the throes of the agonizing change, Marcalo De’Unnero did not hear his own screams of protest and denial.

But he did hear the music.

He opened his eyes and stared at Sadye, sitting cross-legged and naked, her lute in hand, gently brushing the strings and singing softly. He couldn’t make out the words, but that hardly diminished their sweetness.

For a brief moment, he was Marcalo De’Unnero again, the man and not the beast, but, no, he realized, Sadye’s music alone could not deny the weretiger once it had been roused.

And then he knew no more, for the cat had won.

Sometime later, after feeding upon an unfortunate deer, Marcalo De’Unnero, cold and naked, walked back to the camp, expecting to find the gruesome remains of his latest human victim.

Sadye sat by the fire, smiling at him.

If a wind had come up then, it would have knocked an astonished Marcalo De’Unnero to the ground. “How …” he started to stammer.

“Sit with me,” Sadye said with a teasing, wistful smile, and she lifted a blanket that she obviously meant to drape about his shoulders. “You owe me a bit of conversation, I guess, and then, perhaps, we can rouse the beast once more.”

“You should be dead,” De’Unnero managed to say, and he did take a seat beside the amazing woman.

“I already told you that I was not without a bit of magic,” she replied, and she lifted her gem-encrusted lute. “Music to charm the wild beast, perhaps?”

De’Unnero stared at her with a mixture of amazement and admiration. She was on the very edge of destruction here, facing the prospect of a terrible death. And yet, there was no hesitance in her voice.

“You are a far preferable companion than the last group,” Sadye said with a laugh. “And a better lover than I have ever known.” She gave a lewd chuckle. “And I assure you that I am not without comparisons!”

De’Unnero merely continued to stare.

“And less dangerous than that last group,” Sadye went on.

The former monk’s eyes widened at that remark.

“ ’Tis true!” Sadye declared. “There is that power within you, indeed, but there remains within you, as well, a code of honor and discipline.”

“You cannot be certain that I will not destroy you,” De’Unnero said.

Sadye turned and moved very close to him. “That is the fun of it,” she said.

And he believed her, every word, and they made love again and the tiger did not appear.

They walked together the next day, talking easily, and with Marcalo De’Unnero admitting feelings and pains to Sadye that he had not, before that time, even admitted to himself.


Chapter 10
 [image: ]

The Parson and the Bishop

“BUT I KNEW YOU WOULD BE HERE!” JILSEPONIE CRIED WHEN SHE SAW THE COUPLE enter the common room of Caer Tinella. She rushed across the room to Roger Lockless and wrapped him in a big hug, then moved to similarly embrace Dainsey.

Jilseponie’s smile did not hold, though, when she glanced behind the pair to see that the third expected arrival was apparently not with them.

“Belster could not make the journey,” Roger explained, for Jilseponie’s distress was obvious.

“He is ill?” Jilseponie asked, her blue eyes wide. “I will go to him straightaway—”

“Not ill,” Dainsey interjected to try and calm her.

“He hurt his leg,” Roger explained. “He fares well and tried to make the journey, but we had to turn back, for the bouncing of the wagon was paining him greatly.”

“I will go to him,” Jilseponie said again and this time, instead of protesting, Roger looked at her warmly.

“I told him as much,” Roger explained. His gaze went across the room to King Danube, sitting at the bar and chatting easily with another man, whom Roger recognized as Duke Bretherford of the Mirianic. “And perhaps it would do you well to visit Elbryan’s grave this season.”

Jilseponie narrowed her gaze as she continued to eye Roger.

“Has he asked you to wed him?” Roger bluntly asked.

“Ooo, me Queen,” Dainsey teased with a little curtsey.

Jilseponie scowled at her, but it was feigned anger and Dainsey knew it. “He has not,” Jilseponie answered.

“But neither has he left yet,” Roger replied slyly.

Jilseponie glanced back over her shoulder at King Danube and merely shrugged, not denying the truth of that and revealing her belief that King Danube did indeed intend to propose before he returned to the southland.

“And if he does?” Roger asked, somewhat suspiciously. His tone more than anything else made Jilseponie turn back around to regard him.

“Will Pony agree to become the queen of Honce-the-Bear?” the straightforward Roger asked, using Jilseponie’s long-discarded nickname, a name that only Roger could use without invoking her anger.

“No,” Jilseponie answered without the slightest hesitation.

Roger and Dainsey, apparently struck by the sudden definitive answer, looked at each other with wide eyes.

“Pony will never marry another,” Jilseponie explained, putting heavy emphasis on the nickname. “For I fear that Pony died when Elbryan died, not to be seen again.”

Roger swallowed hard, then blew a sigh. “Forgive me,” he said, and he gently took Jilseponie’s hand in his own. “But do tell me how Jilseponie will answer King Danube, should the proposal come. That is, if Jilseponie even knows.”

She glanced over her shoulder again, studying the King as if she meant to make that decision then and there. “She does not know,” she admitted, and she turned back. “But after yet another summer beside him, I remain convinced that King Danube is a fine and honorable man, a worthy king.”

“But do ye love him?” Dainsey was quick to ask, cutting Roger’s forthcoming statement short before it could even begin.

“I enjoy his company greatly,” Jilseponie said. “I know that I feel better when he is beside me. So, yes, Dainsey, I believe that I do.” She didn’t miss Roger’s slight scowl at that nor his sincere attempt to bite it back.

“Not as I loved Elbryan,” she quickly added, because Roger Lockless, who so adored and admired Elbryan, had to hear her speak those words. “That love,” she went on, and she pulled her hand free of Roger’s light grasp and placed it on his arm, then put her other hand on Dainsey’s arm, drawing them together, “the love that you two have found, I know that I will never find again. Nor, in truth, do I desire to find it again—unless it is in the existence beyond this mortal body with my Elbryan. But I suspect that I can be satisfied—nay, even more than that, I can be happy—with the type of love that I believe I have found with King Danube. Will I agree to his proposal, should it come? I know not, because I will not know the truth of my feelings until that moment is upon me.”

Roger was nodding—satisfied, it seemed—and also smiling, as if he knew something that Jilseponie did not.

“Honce-the-Bear will thrive under the reign of Queen Jilseponie,” he remarked dramatically, and Jilseponie narrowed her eyes again.

And then they all laughed, and this was exactly the way that Jilseponie had hoped her reunion with Roger and Dainsey would go, touching on the most serious of subjects with the intimate humor that only best friends might know. Asking the most important questions but doing so in friendship with complete trust.

How she had missed Roger’s company for the last year!

What Jilseponie had known for certain was that she would never have accepted King Danube’s proposal without first speaking of it, should it come, with Roger and Dainsey. She glanced over her shoulder at the King again.

No, Pony could never marry him, could never love him; but Jilseponie?

Jilseponie, perhaps.

On a cold and windy autumn day, falling leaves filling the air with a dance that was both animated and somber, King Danube Brock Ursal, Baroness Jilseponie, Roger and Dainsey Lockless, Duke Bretherford, Abbot Braumin Herde, Master Fio Bou-raiy, and other dignitaries from Palmaris’ secular and religious communities stood about the main room, the chapel, of the simple stone structure that had been erected in Caer Tinella, some hundred and fifty miles north of Palmaris.

The dedication of the Chapel of Avelyn Desbris was well attended, given the season and the locale, with all of the folk of Caer Tinella and her sister town of Landsdown, a small group that had come south from Dundalis and the other two towns of the Timberlands, and a smattering of common folk who had made the journey from Palmaris, clustered within and about the building. Still, for Jilseponie and for Braumin Herde, the number of people just didn’t seem sufficient.

“All the world should be here,” Roger whispered to Jilseponie when it was evident that no other caravans were on their way in. “How many thousands did he save?”

“Meself among them,” said Dainsey. Roger’s wife, indeed, had been the first to taste of the blood of Avelyn and enter the sacred, plague-defeating covenant. “Be sure that I’d have traveled all the way from the Weathered Isles to see this day!”

Jilseponie looked at the woman and smiled warmly, believing every word. She had known Dainsey for years, since the woman had been Dainsey Aucomb, a seemingly hapless serving girl in the Fellowship Way. What a transformation the change in name had seemed to bring to the young woman—that, and the trials of the rosy plague. No more was Dainsey a giddy young girl, wearing her heart like an open invitation for anyone to come along and wound. Now she was much more reserved and calm, thoughtful even. Life with Roger was suiting her very well.

As that union was obviously suiting Roger well, Jilseponie realized. She had known Roger since he had first taken what was now his proper last name, Lockless. Such a young man he had been, a braggart and a bit of a fool, but with enough talent and that other intangible quality, charisma, that had made him valuable to Elbryan and Jilseponie during the aftermath of the Demon War, and had truly endeared him to them. As he had grown, Roger had taken back his true surname, Billingsbury; but as he had grown more, in the years after Elbryan’s death, he had again taken the name of Lockless, this time formally. How he had grown! And right before her eyes, Jilseponie realized. She could still remember the joy she had found on that day when she had first learned that Dainsey and Roger, two of her best friends in all the world, were to be wed. And how she had missed them over these last months. Many times over the course of the summer, she had wandered toward Roger’s usual room in Chasewind Manor, hoping to speak with him about her adventures with Danube, only to remember that he was not there for her this time.

Indeed, Jilseponie was glad that they were with her now, in what might prove to be one of the most important seasons of her life.

It was a day of many speeches and many cheers, a day both solemn and somber, and yet, like the leaves blowing about on the autumn wind outside, a day full of the dance of life. Former abbot and now Parson Braumin led it off with a long recounting of his days at St.-Mere-Abelle, secretly following Master Jojonah, the one man at the parent abbey who had come to truly understand that Father Abbot Markwart had strayed from the path of righteousness, that Avelyn Desbris, branded a heretic, should be named a saint. Braumin’s voice broke many times during his long retelling, since the road to victory for those who now followed the teachings of Brother Avelyn and Master Jojonah had not been without tragedy. Avelyn was dead, consumed by the blast he had used to take down the demon dactyl at Mount Aida, and Jojonah was dead, consumed by the fires lit by Father Abbot Markwart’s fury.

And Elbryan was dead, killed by the beast within Marcalo De’Unnero and the tainted spirit of Markwart in the great final battle of the Demon War.

“How representative of the darkness that resided within the Church was the beast that resided within Marcalo De’Unnero,” Parson Braumin said. “A power that Brother De’Unnero thought he could use for the gain of the Abellican Church, but which, along the errant path he and Father Abbot Markwart had taken, came to consume so much that was beautiful in the world.”

He looked directly at Jilseponie as he spoke those words, and indeed there were tears in her blue eyes. But she steeled her jaw and sniffed away the tears, and even managed a slight smile and nod to Braumin, to show her approval of his treatment of the tale.

Parson Braumin finished by introducing the next speaker, Master Fio Bou-raiy of St.-Mere-Abelle.

Surely, to perceptive Jilseponie, the man seemed less at ease in this forum than did his predecessor. He spoke quickly, and though his words concerning those days back at St.-Mere-Abelle when Dalebert Markwart ruled the Church were much the same as those of Parson Braumin, to Jilseponie they seemed far less convincing.

Master Bou-raiy’s heart was not in this, she understood. Was not in this ceremony, in this chapel, in the canonization of Avelyn, or in anything else that was now happening within and about the Abellican Church. He was a survivor, not a believer—an opportunist and a man too full of ambition.

Jilseponie toned back her internal criticism, reminding herself that Bou-raiy, whatever his motivations might be, seemed to be working on the same side as Braumin. Perhaps his heart was less noble, but did that really matter if his actions were for the betterment of the Church and the world?

Bou-raiy didn’t speak for long and ended by bringing Parson Braumin back to the podium, a somewhat surprising move, one that had Jilseponie nodding with approval. The next speaker, she knew, was to be King Danube, and by allowing Braumin to introduce the King, Fio Bou-raiy was fully conceding this entire forum to the man who would preside over the Chapel of Avelyn.

Parson Braumin seemed quite pleased by Master Bou-raiy’s decision, and though he only moved to the pulpit long enough to call for the King to come and say some words, he was thoroughly and obviously energized.

King Danube moved to the forefront with just the sort of casual confidence that Jilseponie found so admirable. His was a confidence rooted in conviction, an ability to try and to risk failure or foolishness. Such was the way of his relationship with Jilseponie, and she knew it. With a snap of his fingers, King Danube could catch a wife from among virtually every unmarried woman in the kingdom, including a fair number of the talented and beautiful women in Ursal. Why, then, would he risk the embarrassment of so obviously pursuing a woman who was honestly hesitant about a relationship with him or with any other man?

In some men, the motivation would have been simple pride, the desire to conquer the unconquerable, the challenge of the hunt. But that was not the case with Danube, Jilseponie was fairly certain. When she pushed him away, he did not respond with the telling urgency that less substantial men, men like Duke Targon Bree Kalas, would have displayed: the sudden push to strengthen the relationship and, failing that, the abrupt anger and dismissal reflective of wounded pride. No, in the years of his gradual courtship, King Danube had accepted every rebuff in the spirit in which it had been given, had tried hard to accept Jilseponie’s viewpoint and understand her feelings.

Casual confidence was the way Jilseponie viewed that, King Danube’s willingness to do his best and accept the outcome.

“It was when I first came to know Elbryan and Jilseponie,” King Danube was saying. Hearing her name spoken brought her back to the moment at hand, and she was surprised to realize that she had missed a good deal of Danube’s speech while she was lost in thought.

“As my prisoners,” King Danube went on, and he shook his head and chuckled helplessly. “Misguided by the twisted words of a twisted man, we thought them outlaws.”

Jilseponie noted that Master Bou-raiy flinched a bit at Danube’s description of Markwart as a “twisted man.” Among the churchmen, Braumin had confided to her, it had been decided that the memory of Father Abbot Dalebert Markwart would be handled delicately and without judgment, at least for the foreseeable future, yet here was King Danube making such a bold statement.

“We learned the truth soon after that imprisonment,” King Danube told the gathering. “The truth of Elbryan the Nightbird, the truth of Avelyn Desbris, and the truth of Jilseponie; and that truth was only bolstered and strengthened and made obvious to even the greatest skeptics when again this trio—Baroness Jilseponie guided by the spirit of Nightbird to the site of Avelyn’s second miracle—rescued all of us from the rosy plague.

“It is with great joy, then, that I am able to attend this ceremony dedicating a chapel to a man more deserving, perhaps, than any other in history, save St. Abelle himself. And that joy is only heightened when I look out and see that Baroness Jilseponie is here in attendance, and I beseech her now to come forward, to tell us of her days with Avelyn, of the battle with the cursed demon dactyl, of the first and second miracles at Mount Aida.” He held his hand out toward her as he finished, motioning for her to come up beside him.

The woman who was Pony did not want to go up there, did not want to share her memories of Nightbird or of Avelyn. The woman who was Jilseponie knew she had to go up there, had to tell the world the truth and reinforce the path of the present-day Church and State.

And so she did. She stood beside King Danube and told the story of her first meeting with Avelyn, when he was known as the Mad Friar, little more than a drunken brawler to the unobservant, but in truth a man who had learned to see clearly the errant course of the Abellican Church and was trying, in any way he could find, to illuminate the people of the world. She told of the fighting in the wild Timberlands against the demon’s minions and of the arduous journey to Aida, to the lair of the beast. Then, careful not to offend the churchmen in attendance—though she knew that most of them agreed with her on this particular point—she told of the aftermath of the Demon War, of Markwart’s errant path, and finally of her journey back to Aida with Dainsey, to the mummified arm of Avelyn Desbris, the site of the covenant and the miracle that had cured so many of the rosy plague.

When she finished, she found that she was looking directly at Parson Braumin, and that he was smiling widely and nodding his approval.

King Danube moved close beside her then and put his hand on her shoulder, which surprised her.

“It is obvious to me now what must be done,” he announced loudly. “With the dedication of this Chapel of Avelyn and the acknowledgment of Braumin Herde as parson, it would seem that St. Precious Abbey and the city of Palmaris are without their abbot. Thus, with the blessings of St.-Mere-Abelle, offered by Master Fio Bou-Raiy, and of St. Precious, offered by the former Abbot Braumin, I hereby decree that Jilseponie Wyndon will abandon her title of baroness of Palmaris and will undertake the duties of bishop.”

The cheering was immediate and overwhelming, but Jilseponie merely turned her stunned expression toward King Danube.

“I am the king,” he said to her with a mischievous grin. “You cannot refuse.”

“And what else might King Danube propose that Jilseponie cannot refuse?” she whispered without hesitation.

Jilseponie turned back to the gathering and worked hard to keep her face devoid of any revealing emotions. Most of all at that moment she wanted to laugh aloud, for she felt as if she had surely won the little sparring match with King Danube at that time—a battle of surprises that she enjoyed!

At the feast after the ceremony, Jilseponie found herself inundated with quiet questions from Braumin and Roger and Dainsey, all wanting to know what she had said to King Danube immediately after his pronouncement.

To all of them, Jilseponie only smiled in response.

“I want you to return to Ursal with me,” King Danube announced unexpectedly on the rainy morning that heralded the beginning of Calember. With the turn of that month, the eleventh of the year, Duke Bretherford had informed the King that the time was coming when River Palace should begin her southward sail.

“Have I something to attend at court?” Jilseponie asked with a frown. “It would not do for me to leave the city so soon after my appointment as bishop. What faith might the people hold in security and constancy if I am to run out even as I only begin my new duties?”

Danube sat back and looked around him at the woman’s new daytime quarters. Jilseponie had gone to St. Precious upon their return from Caer Tinella, believing that her new position would be better served if she utilized both the traditional seats of Church and State power. Since she would have been the only woman living at St. Precious, she had chosen to keep her bedchamber and private suite at Chasewind Manor, but by day, she made the journey across Palmaris, pointedly without escort, to attend her duties at the abbey.

Danube knew that she was right. Though the people of Palmaris would no doubt cheer wildly at the prospect of Danube taking Jilseponie as his queen, after the celebration, the city would be left in a shaky position. But still, the man simply did not wish to wait any longer. He had to board River Palace within a couple of days and make his journey to Ursal, and what a long and empty journey it would be, what a long and empty winter it would be, if Jilseponie was not at his side.

“Nothing at court,” he honestly replied. “My reasons for asking you to come to Ursal are personal.”

“The truth of my situation here remains the same,” Jilseponie answered innocently—too innocently, Danube noted. That, in addition to the wisp of a smile at the edges of her mouth, told him she was purposely not making this easy for him.

He chuckled and brought his hands up to rub his face, and after a moment’s reflection, both seemed out of place for him.

“This is not one of my undeniable commands,” he said, steadying himself and looking right into Jilseponie’s blue eyes. He put on a serious expression then. “You were bound by duty to the people to accept my appointment of you as bishop of Palmaris,” he went on seriously. “This is very different.” He hesitated then, feeling vulnerable and excited and alive all at once, and tried hard to hold her stare, but found himself glancing to one side of the room and then the other.

But then he was caught, suddenly and unexpectedly, by Jilseponie’s gentle but strong hands, one on either side of his face, holding him steady and forcing him to look at her.

King Danube berated himself for acting so foolishly. He was the king, after all! A man who determined life and death with his every word. Why then was he so uncomfortable now?

He knew the answer to that, of course, but that didn’t make this any easier.

“You will never know the answer until you ask the question,” Jilseponie said quietly.

“Marry me,” King Danube proposed before he hardly considered how he might phrase his all-important question.

Jilseponie let go of him and backed away, though she did not break her intent stare over him.

“Become the queen of Honce-the-Bear,” Danube went on, stuttering and improvising. “What service might you give to the people—”

Jilseponie stopped him by bringing a finger over his lips. “That is not why a woman should marry,” she said. “One does not become the queen of Honce-the-Bear out of responsibility.” She gave a helpless chuckle as Danube settled back in his chair, interlocking his fingers and bringing both index fingers up to tap against his chin and bottom lip.

“Would you really wish for me to become your wife because of the opportunities it would offer me to better serve?” she asked bluntly.

King Danube didn’t answer, for he knew that he didn’t have to. He just kept staring at her, kept tapping his fingers against his chin.

“Or would you have me become your wife because you are a good and honorable and handsome man? A man I do love?”

“If you have any faith in me at all, then the questions are rhetorical,” Danube did remark then.

Jilseponie came forward in her seat, moved Danube’s hands down from his face with one hand, while her other went behind his head, pulling him to her for a gentle kiss. “Your proposal was not unexpected,” she admitted. “And so my answer is no impulse and nothing which I will later regret. I will become your wife first, the queen of Honce-the-Bear second.”

King Danube fell over her in a great hug and put his head on her shoulder, mostly because he did not wish her to see the moisture that was suddenly rimming his eyes. Never had he known such joy! And never had Danube Brock Ursal felt better about who he really was. All of his life had been a movement from privilege to greater privilege, surrounded by people who never dared refuse him anything. Not so this time, he knew without doubt. Jilseponie was no tamed woman, was bound by duty only in matters extraneous to her heart. She could have refused him—and given his understanding of the man who had once been her husband, he had expected her to, despite their obviously genuine friendship. How could he, how could anyone, stand up to scrutiny next to Elbryan Wyndon, the Nightbird, the man who had saved the world twice, Elbryan the hero, the warrior, worshiped by the folk of Palmaris and all the northland?

Even Danube could not begrudge Elbryan that love, for even Danube honestly admired the man, a respect that had only grown as he had learned more and more of Nightbird’s exploits over the years of turmoil and battle.

“I will not forsake the people of Palmaris at this time,” Jilseponie said a moment later, moving back to arm’s length. “I cannot journey to Ursal with you.”

“In the spring then,” King Danube said. “I will begin the preparations for the wedding—such a wedding as Honce-the-Bear has never known!”

Jilseponie smiled and nodded, a host of possibilities evident on her fair face.

“I will dread every day of the winter,” Danube said to her, and he came forward and hugged her tightly again. “And will watch every hour as the season turns for the approach of your ship.”

Sometime later, Jilseponie sat alone in her room at Chasewind Manor. Roger and Dainsey had come calling, but she had begged that they wait for her downstairs, that she be given some time alone.

For she had to digest the turns that fate had placed in her life’s road this day, and had to think hard on her own responses in negotiating those turns. She had been generous to King Danube, she realized. Yes, she did on many levels love him, but his last words to her that day, his proclamation that he would dread every day of winter, resonated within her. Could she honestly say the same about her own feelings? Would she dread the long winter and, more important, would it seem all the longer to her because Danube would not be at her side?

There were varying levels of love, Jilseponie supposed, and with a sigh she admitted to herself that she did not know the specific points of their boundaries. Did she love King Danube enough to be his wife? Enough to share his bed, to love him and make love to him as she had done with Elbryan? She had given herself wholly to Elbryan, in body and soul, had let him see her completely naked, physically and emotionally. She had trusted him at her most vulnerable, implicitly, joyously.

Could she be that same wife to King Danube?

Did she have to be?


Chapter 11
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This Power, with Sword and with Stone

“BUT THE SOURCE OF MY STRENGTH IS MY HEALTH, IS THE PRACTICE OF THE DANCE that hones both muscle and mind,” Aydrian remarked, sitting in the darkness beneath the big elm in Andur’Blough Inninness. He had come to Oracle angry this day, for he had been scolded yet again by Lady Dasslerond and her seemingly endless stream of critics, with nearly every one of the Touel’alfar chiming in at the sparring match earlier that day to tell Aydrian everything he was doing wrong.

With not a word of criticism to Toyan Miellwae, his opponent.

“Because Toyan Miellwae was perfect,” he said with heavy sarcasm, and he snorted derisively as he recalled the image of the perfect and perfectly unconscious elf lying on the ground at his feet. “Yes, every one of my moves was obviously flawed,” the sarcastic Aydrian spoke at the shape in the mirror, “and my beaten opponent was perfect.”

The shape in the mirror did not respond, of course, and that served as a calming influence on Aydrian, forced him to pause and consider the source of his ire. That, in turn, drew him back to the other truth of that source, that his accomplishments with the sword and the gemstones were not solely the result of heredity. The Touel’alfar had given him great gifts. He could deny that in his frequent outbursts and angry tirades, but he could not ignore it in here at Oracle, in this place of bared thoughts and emotions.

“I wish to be done with their gifts,” Aydrian said, and it was not the first time he had expressed that notion over the last few weeks in these private reflections. “Like Brynn Dharielle. I wish to be out on the open road, where I am master of my movements.”

He expected resistance to the notion, as he had found every time before, a nagging at his mind that told him he was not yet ready, that Lady Dasslerond and her minions had much more to teach him that would be valuable. On all of those previous occasions, this typical pause after his heartfelt rant had brought more contemplation than mere pragmatism, had brought a sense that Aydrian would benefit in more ways than physical from his time with the Touel’alfar, however long that may be. Perhaps he would learn to better control the anger that always seemed to be within him. Perhaps he would come to accept the reality of his human condition, that he would die long before Dasslerond and the others, though most of them had already been alive for centuries.

That was the typical result of this typical pause, and Aydrian waited for the simple logic to wash over him yet again.

But he found himself thinking in different directions. He found himself wondering even more eagerly about how he might fare on the open road. He wanted to see other people, other humans. He wanted to see Brynn again—how badly he wished that he might talk to her again—or, absent that, he wanted to see other young women and talk to them and touch their soft skin.

The thoughts continued to grow, to expand. Aydrian was superior to most of the skilled Touel’alfar, perhaps all of them, though they, every one, had trained in the sword dance for decades; how might he fare among the much shorter-lived humans?

And they were out there, he knew. Hundreds of them, thousands of them! Tens of thousands! Soon enough, he believed, he could walk among them with their highest regards. Could any man defeat him in combat? Could any man power the gemstones more strongly than he? It was a bet that young Aydrian would be eager to take.

He sat back and relaxed, staring at the mirror with a knowing smirk on his face.

But then, suddenly, he came to realize that he understood less than he thought. Whether an impartation from the shadowy figure in the mirror or a sudden insight of his own he could not know, but Aydrian came to realize that he was allowing himself minuscule dreams that paled beside the truth of who he was or, at least, of who he could be.

Walk among them?

Nay, he realized in that moment of epiphany. He would never truly walk among his people. He was not born to walk among them but to tower over them. This power, with sword and with stone, could not be truly appreciated using other frail humans as his measuring rod.

I am special, he told himself, or perhaps the image in the mirror told him. Blood of hero, trained to …

To what? Aydrian wondered. For all his life, he had figured that he was being trained to serve as a ranger, and perhaps that would be a stepping-stone along the way. But, no, there was much more involved here, for he would be no simple ranger. His strength went far beyond that. He understood that now, suddenly and very clearly. Whatever the elves were training him for seemed perfectly irrelevant, for the truth of Aydrian was that he had been born not to serve but to rule.

“To dominate,” he said quietly.

The prospect of a showdown with Lady Dasslerond, of striking out on his own, suddenly seemed far less scary and far more intriguing.

“He spends far too much time in there,” Lady Dasslerond remarked to To’el, the two of them standing in the small meadow, looking at the tree under which Aydrian had again gone to Oracle.

“We wanted him to learn Oracle,” To’el reminded the obviously agitated lady. “It is his tie to his past, the great and noble tradition of his family. Surely Elbryan and Mather speak to him.”

“I had believed that Oracle would temper young Aydrian,” Lady Dasslerond explained. “I had believed that the spirit of Nightbird might calm the boy and teach him some humility.”

“All boast,” To’el remarked.

Lady Dasslerond looked at her sourly, not disagreeing, for indeed Aydrian seemed more sure of his every step, thus lacking the humility necessary to learn. “The spirit of Nightbird will win out in the end,” the lady said, mostly because she herself needed to hear those words.

Despite her claim, Lady Dasslerond wasn’t so certain of that anymore. The longer Aydrian remained at Oracle, the more surly he was when he climbed out. As far as any lasting effects his conversations with his father and his soul might be having upon him … Dasslerond hadn’t noticed any. He was still a strong-willed, stubborn, arrogant young man. If anything, those negative and very dangerous traits had only become more evident during the previous weeks.

He is a young human without true companionship, the lady forced herself to consider. A man who has lost more than his best friend, who has lost his only friend. As much as Dasslerond could sincerely remind herself of those troubling truths, though, she found that she could muster little sympathy for the boy. He tried her patience with his every word, and while she still believed that he might prove the solution to Andur’Blough Inninness’ troubles, she still wanted him to be gone from her homeland.

Or even worse.

Only the blackened scar of Bestesbulzibar, the constant reminder of why she had gone to the trouble of rescuing the dying baby from Jilseponie’s womb, allowed her to hold to her course concerning Aydrian. Even still, Dasslerond’s patience was wearing very, very thin.

“We must believe in the boy and his pure bloodline,” To’el remarked.

A yell from across the way brought the pair from their conversation. They turned as one to see a pair of elves running toward them, jumping and shouting.

“The gemstones!” one cried. “They are gone, every one!”

To’el gasped, but Lady Dasslerond, less surprised by far, merely scowled. “Gone?” she asked as the pair approached her.

“Yes, my lady,” said Toyan Miellwae, the same elf Aydrian had bested on the sparring field that morning. “The gem-stone pouch is missing. I had thought that perhaps you had taken—”

“Not I,” said Lady Dasslerond, narrowing her golden eyes and turning in the general direction of Aydrian’s place of Oracle. She was the lady of Caer’alfar, possessed of the magical emerald that was so tied to the land, and she would have known if any strangers had ventured in. She knew, too, that none of her disciplined people would take the pouch without first consulting her, and so that left a very simple solution to the puzzle quite evident.

“Aydrian?” asked To’el, her tone deflated.

Dasslerond steeled her gaze and tried to decide if this time, perhaps, the young would-be ranger, the young would-be savior, had gone too far.

“You are not my father,” Aydrian heard himself saying aloud as the stream of thoughts continued to flow into him—or perhaps through him; he could not really be certain how Oracle truly worked. All of those thoughts continued to point his nose away from the elven valley, continued to prod him to go out into the wider world, despite any consequence such an action might bring about by angering Lady Dasslerond.

“Nightbird would never so guide me away from the Touel’alfar,” the young man protested. “And did you not guide me in the opposite manner only a few weeks ago? Who are you, ghost? Inconsistent in nature, or two ghosts, perhaps?”

The shadowy form shifted along the mirror glass, and behind it came an image that had Aydrian leaning forward eagerly, a view of buildings, houses, but unlike anything he had seen here in Caer’alfar. Much larger structures, including one with soaring towers and gigantic, multicolored windows.

Multicolored? the young man wondered, for all the images he had ever seen in the mirror previously had been merely shadows, shades of gray in a dim light. Aydrian leaned even further forward, squinting. A notion came over him to bring up some light, then, and so he reached into his pocket and pulled forth some gems. He could hardly see them in the dimness, though, certainly not well enough to discern one stone from another.

Aydrian growled in frustration, but another thought came over him then, a suggestion that he not look at the stones but rather that he feel the stones and their relative powers.

Aydrian’s smile widened, but he stopped short and looked at the shadowy image in the mirror. He knew much of Nightbird, of course, and knew, too, that his father had never gained any real proficiency in the use of gemstones. And yet that suggestion, along with more subtle instructions to him of how he might accomplish the task, seemed to imply a deep understanding of the magical stones.

“Who are you, ghost?” he asked again.

No answer, and Aydrian didn’t press the point. He changed his focus from the mirror to the gemstones, closing his eyes and merely feeling each stone, talking to each stone, and more important, listening to each.

In a few seconds, he held only two stones. He first called upon the weaker of the two, and felt a cool tingling about his skin as his fire shield came up. Then he reached into his second stone, which he knew to be ruby, and brought up a small flame.

The shadowy image went away immediately, but Aydrian still saw a glimpse of a great human city within the depths of that glass. Only for a moment, though, only until his eyes began to adjust to the new light. Then all he saw was the gleam of his magical candle and his own puzzled expression as he stood there, staring into an empty mirror.

“No!” he said, rising fast—too fast, for he smacked his head on an exposed root as he rose, then bent over, clutching his scalp. With a snarl, he grabbed his precious mirror, pulling it close, then smacked his head again as he stood up.

A wave of anger washed over him, and with it came another powerful suggestion; and before he even realized what he was doing, young Aydrian lifted his hand and ruby up to the cluster of roots of the base of the tree above him, and let the mighty anger flow through him and through the stone, up, up, up.

Lady Dasslerond and an entourage of three others trotted easily through the forest, sometimes leaping and fluttering their delicate wings to climb to and about the lower boughs, sometimes running along the ground with a gait that seemed more a dance than a run, more a celebration of life than a means of travel. They sang as they went, a communal voice that blended harmoniously with the natural sounds of the nighttime forest, so much so that casual listeners would not even notice that the elven song floated about the trees. For that was the way with the Touel’alfar, a simple appreciation of life and beauty, a joining that was complete with their enchanted land. The rangers of Corona understood that truth, but few others ever could; for the other truth about the Touel’alfar was an attitude of absolute superiority over every other race, a belief that they alone were the chosen race. Only the elven-trained rangers even came close to measuring up beside one of the People, as far as the elves were concerned.

For rangers-in-training who did not measure up to the standards imposed by Lady Dasslerond, the consequences could be dire.

Dasslerond thought of this now as she made her way through the forest, after confirming her suspicions that young Aydrian had taken the pouch of gemstones without her permission. Perhaps it was time for the training to cease, for her to admit failure, for her to seek other avenues for removing the stain of Bestesbulzibar from the fair elven valley.

The group approached the tree beneath which young Aydrian was still at Oracle. Others were around the area, and Dasslerond’s song told them to keep a watchful eye, forewarned them that there was trouble afoot.

Still, all the warning in the world could not have prepared any of the elves for the catastrophe that was Aydrian.

Lady Dasslerond, so intent on the tree, saw it first, a rising glow of orange speckling up the trunk behind the thinner areas of bark.

The lady of Caer’alfar stopped abruptly on a low branch some distance away, and those running with her took the cue and similarly stopped. She felt it, then, they all did, a tingling of mounting energy, of sheer mounting power. The elves usually welcomed the powers of the universe, but this energy, Dasslerond knew, was not akin to that which she often summoned through her mighty emerald, though the source of both was surely a gemstone. No, this energy had a different quality altogether, was wrought of anger. Her mind flashed back to the time Aydrian had battled against the harmony of a graphite, when he had torn the magic from it in a burst of outrage.

The orange glow climbed and climbed, running out along the branches. Only then did Lady Dasslerond notice that one of her kin, Briesendel, was in that very tree, standing on a higher branch and appearing absolutely confused.

She yelled for the younger elf to leap, but her cry was buried a moment later when the energy released a tremendous fireball that engulfed the tree, angry orange leaping into the nighttime sky with such intensity and ferocity that the faces of those elves closest the conflagration turned bright red from the heat and the flash.

Lady Dasslerond could hardly draw breath, and not from the heat of the sudden fire. She watched helplessly as Briesendel fell out of that blaze, her delicate wings trailing fire. She tried to flap those wings, tried to slow her descent, but she could not, and she hit the ground hard, groaning and trying to roll.

Many elves moved toward her; so did Dasslerond, but she stopped herself and realized what she must do. She brought out her emerald and reached into its magical depths with all her heart and strength, calling to the magic, begging the magic to come to the aid of Briesendel and Andur’Blough Inninness.

Dark clouds rushed together overhead, their bottoms reflecting the bright orange in washes and lines of color.

Lady Dasslerond reached deeper into the gemstone, calling, begging.

Even as the bluish-glowing form of Aydrian crawled out of the hole at the bottom of the tree, the downpour began, a thick and drenching rain.

Aydrian staggered away, looking back at what he had done, and for a moment Lady Dasslerond hoped that perhaps this dramatic lesson would finally exact the change so necessary within the boy.

A fleeting moment, though, for Dasslerond saw into Aydrian’s heart at that moment, as reflected in his eyes. He was shocked, indeed, but there glowed pride there beyond any thought of remorse.

Dasslerond’s lips grew very thin, and, as if another of the Touel’alfar had read her every thought, an arrow zipped across the small field to strike Aydrian in the leg.

The young man cried out and spun to see Briesendel lying on the ground, two others beside her, batting out the flames and trying to tend to her.

Now his expression became one of horror—but not, Dasslerond recognized, horror for what he had done. Rather, this one was horrified by the potential consequences to him from what he had done.

Another elvish arrow soared through the night air, but Aydrian was ready this time, and he managed to dive aside, then started to run off, limping from the wound in his leg.

“No more!” Dasslerond called out to the archer, holding up her hand. “I will punish young Aydrian.” Her tone alone told all the others that young Aydrian would not likely survive that punishment.

You do not need them anymore, the voice in Aydrian’s head screamed. They were coming to expel you for taking the gemstones. You have outgrown them, and that frightens them!

He didn’t know how to answer that voice, and couldn’t take the time to consider it anyway. All Aydrian understood was that the elves were after him, and given the fact that he had a small arrow stuck into his thigh, he didn’t think that they’d be in any mood to discuss his actions.

He scrambled and he ran. He tripped over a root and fell headlong, the jar deepening the wound and sending a wash of pain screeching through his body. He clutched at the leg with one hand and went for his gemstones, for the healing hematite, with the other. He wanted to stop the pain, of course, but more than that, he realized, he had to get out of there.

The voice in his head screamed at him, calmed him, and then guided him as his hand fished about in his cache of gemstones, settling on two: malachite and lodestone.

A moment later, Aydrian felt himself growing lighter, rising off the ground, floating within the levitational power of the malachite. Then he reached out with the lodestone, feeling the emanations of all the metals in the area. He looked out farther, beyond the forest, to the rocky peaks of the mountains that encompassed the elven valley. He sensed metal there, somewhere, nowhere specific, but far beyond Andur’Blough Inninness.

Then he was flying through the trees, and then above the trees, his weightless form spirited away by the magnetic pull of the gemstone.

He never found the exact focus of that pull, for his energy began to wane long before he reached it. But he was out of the valley, at least, for the first time since his infancy, up high on the side of a rocky mountain, with a cold wind blowing about him and snow speckling the ground beneath him. He let go the powers of the lodestone first, and then, as he slowed, he gradually diminished the malachite, setting himself gently down in the snow.

The cold felt good against his wound, but he went immediately for the hematite, sensing its healing powers. He pressed the stone against his wound and fell within the swirling gray depths, embracing the magic. Sometime during that trance, and hardly aware of the movement, Aydrian yanked the arrow out of his leg.

And sometime after that, the young man regained full consciousness, let the magical powers drift away, and let himself drift out of their enthralling hold.

It was still before the dawn, and the downpour had spread throughout the region. He could see the elven valley looming dark below him, his fire obviously extinguished.

Aydrian lay back, cold and soaked and still in pain, and more than that, confused and more frightened than he had ever been.

Those feelings only intensified a few moments later, when the ground before Aydrian seemed to stretch weirdly and then contracted suddenly, a distortion of distance itself.

Lady Dasslerond rode that distortion. She stood before Aydrian, towering over the prone young man.

“I did not mean …” he started to say, but his words died away as it became obvious to him that Dasslerond wasn’t listening to him. She stood there, seeming tall and terrible, with her arm extended, the emerald glowing green in the night, too bright to be any reflected moonlight. Aydrian understood that she was summoning the gemstone’s powers, and good luck and instinct alone got his hand into his pocket onto his own stones as the emerald’s magic released.

Vines crawled up out of the ground below him, enwrapping him, tightening about him, twining with each other.

And then, when they had fully secured him, they began to recede to their subterranean domain, pressing the breath from Aydrian’s body.

He brought up his serpentine fire shield, brought up the fire of the ruby, a sudden and violent burst that disintegrated many of those grabbing vines and lessened the grip of the others.

He brought forth the power of the graphite next, before he could even consider the move, and lashed out at Lady Dasslerond with a sudden burst of lightning.

He heard her groan, though he couldn’t see her from his angle.

The vines let go and Aydrian jumped up to his feet, and faced the lady of Caer’alfar.

“You disgrace your father!” Dasslerond yelled at him, and she seemed even more fierce than usual, for her golden hair was all aflutter from the tingling of his electrical burst. “You bring dishonor to your name and tragedy to those who brought you in to care for you!”

“It was an accident!” Aydrian cried, fighting back the tears that welled behind his eyes.

“It was the logical conclusion to your reckless course,” Lady Dasslerond shouted back. “The inevitable result of who you are, Aydrian Wyndon, and the proof that you are no ranger, and shall never be one!”

Aydrian tried to respond to that, but found that no words could come to him, no argument, no pleas. “I will leave,” he said softly.

“You will give me the gemstones,” Dasslerond commanded.

Aydrian instinctively recoiled and when he looked more deeply into the lady of Caer’alfar’s eyes, he understood the source of his trepidation. For she was not going to let him walk away, he knew then without doubt. She was going to take the gemstones and kill him, then and there.

With a growl, he brought forth the power of the hematite again, the soul stone, not for healing this time, but to send his iron will rushing out to crash against the resolve of Lady Dasslerond. And there, in the spiritual realm of the hematite, the two did battle, their wills manifesting themselves as shadowy creatures engaging each other viciously.

And there, on a mountainside outside Andur’Blough Inninness, Aydrian Wyndon, the son of Elbryan and Jilseponie, the bastard child of the demon dactyl manifested through Father Abbot Dalebert Markwart, overwhelmed Lady Dasslerond of Caer’alfar, brought the great lady, one of the most powerful creatures in all the world, to her knees before him.

He could have killed her then, could have simply snapped her willpower and forced her spirit to forever evacuate her body. He almost did it, in part out of his need to defend himself, in part because of his frustration, in part because of his fear, and in part because he hated the elves and was jealous of them and their long life spans—immeasurably long by the reckoning of human beings, who might have twenty generations pass in the time of one elven life.

He could have killed her, but he did not. Rather, he let her go, and she stumbled backward as if his will alone had been holding her up.

“Go away,” he said to her.

“The gemstones …” she started to respond, her voice seeming thin and weak.

“Go away,” Aydrian said to her again, his grave tone leaving no room for debate or bargaining. “They are mine, passed down from my people by your own admission.”

“You are no ranger!” said Dasslerond, and she seemed as if she wanted to reach into her emerald again. But she reconsidered, apparently, and wisely so, for if she had brought forth her powers again, Aydrian would have utterly destroyed her.

“I am no plaything for Dasslerond’s amusement,” Aydrian retorted. “But I have these,” he added, pulling a handful of gemstones from his pocket. “And I have my own people, out there.” He waved his arm as he spoke, away from the elven valley, but, he realized, in no particular direction. For in truth, despite his bravado, Aydrian Wyndon felt very much the little lost boy at that moment. “And I am keeping the mirror!” he finished with a huff of pure defiance.

“This is not over,” Lady Dasslerond promised, and she did reach into her gemstone again, distorting and compressing the landscape behind her, then riding its reversion to put herself far, far from Aydrian Wyndon.

Aydrian stood there, trembling from rage and from fear. A few moments later, he looked around at the wide world he had just entered, and suddenly it seemed to him much wider than he ever could have imagined.

“Where am I to go?” he asked aloud, and no voices answered in his head.

He was cold and he was alone, and the life he had known had just abruptly ended.

And he couldn’t begin to fathom the truth of the life he had just entered.

Lady Dasslerond stood in Andur’Blough Inninness, beside the group who continued to tend the injured Briesendel. She would survive, thankfully, but never again would she know the beauty of elvish wings.

Dasslerond wasn’t really paying much attention at that moment to her younger friend’s plight.

Too concerned was she over the escape of Aydrian Wyndon. She felt his power again, and keenly, something as great and misguided as anything she, who had battled the demon dactyl, had ever known.

A shudder coursed the elf’s spine as she considered the part she had played in the creation of this monster, this magnificent and truly terrible warrior.
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They taught me to fight better than any man alive. They taught me to view the world philosophically and spiritually, to question and to learn. They taught me to appreciate the simple beauty of things, the way that every aspect of nature complements every other. They gave me so many profound gifts; I cannot deny this.

And yet, I hate them, with all my heart and soul. Were I to raise an army tomorrow, I would turn it upon Andur’Blough Inninness and raze the valley. I would see Lady Dasslerond and every one of her taunting kin dead in the grass.

In truth, I am frightened by my own level of anger toward them.

I remember once overhearing Belli’mar Juraviel and To’el Dallia speaking of their respective trainees. Belli’mar was explaining the latest test they had devised for Brynn Dharielle, a challenge of tracking, and was saying that he and Dasslerond had devised a series of tests, each one more difficult than the previous, until she reached a level of trial that she simply could not pass. Only then could they truly judge her potential, and only then could she truly understand her limitations.

That made sense to me, for I, still young in my power with the gemstones, have already come to understand that the greatest asset of a warrior, the thing that will keep a warrior alive, is the ability to understand his limitations, the wisdom not to overstep those bounds. A warrior has to choose right every time he picks a fight or else he is no more than a dead warrior. I appreciated the Touel’alfar and their techniques at that moment, for their honesty and integrity, for their high expectations of each of us. They would bring us to the level where we could honestly, and without self-doubt, take the title of ranger.

Or Brynn could, at least.

For then To’el, my mentor, had explained to Belli’mar Juraviel the course that Lady Dasslerond had set out for me, a regimen of trial after trial, and with the expectation—nay, the demand—that I would not fail any of the challenges. I could not fail, as To’el explained, for I had to be the perfection of form as a ranger.

I should have been flattered. In retrospect, I am surprised that I, though only a dozen years of age at the time, recognized the horrible truth of that statement for what it was. I expected Belli’mar Juraviel, as close to a friend as I had among the Touel’alfar—which says little, I admit—to recoil from such a suggestion as that, to tell To’el that he would go straight off to speak with Lady Dasslerond.

He said, “Tweken’di marra-tie viel vien Ple’caeralfar.”

I can hear the resonance of those words in my head now, these years later, more clearly than I heard them that long-ago day. Tweken’di marra-tie viel vien Ple’caeralfar. It is an old elvish saying—and the Touel’alfar seem to possess a limitless number of those!—which has no literal translation into the common tongue of men but is something akin to “reaching high into the starry canopy.” For the elves, the saying refers to the joy of their eventide dance, when they leap and stretch and try to enter the spiritual realm of the stars themselves, shedding their earthbound forms and soaring into the heavens above. Or, in a less literal usage, the saying refers to the high expectations placed upon someone.

When Belli’mar Juraviel spoke those words concerning me, he was saying that he fully expected that I would live up to the demands that Lady Dasslerond had imposed upon me. It was a compliment, I suppose, but as the months of trial moved along, Belli’mar’s words became a heavy weight wrapped about my neck. The Touel’alfar would take care not to limit me by setting their expectations too low, but might they be limiting, as well, by setting their expectations—expectations and not hopes—too high? If they ask of me perfection of form, of body, of mind, and most important, of spirit, are those expectations potentially translated into a most profound sense of failure should I not attain the desired level, and immediately? And as important, are those expectations indelibly embedded in the minds of the elders? Would Lady Dasslerond have offered more room for discretion if she was not absorbed by this need that I become the epitome of a ranger, the symbol of perfection in human form, as defined by the elves? She did not say to me upon our parting that I could not become that very best of rangers but that I could never become a ranger at all. Her disappointment, I think, sent her flying into a world of absolutes, where nothing but the best could suffice.

Thus, the fact that I disappointed her on the highest level of expectations translated into a shattering of all of her hopes and expectations at every level. I could not be her epitome of a ranger, thus I could not be a ranger at all, in her eyes.

How I hate her and all of her superior-minded folk!

How I long, more than anything else in all the world, to show her the truth of Aydrian, to not only become a ranger, as she claims I cannot, but to become the best of the rangers, the stuff of legend. Let them sing of Aydrian in lyrics more reverent than those to Terranen Dinoniel, and in terms more reverent than those now reserved for my own father, Elbryan the Nightbird. When I have reached that pinnacle, I will visit Lady Dasslerond again, I think, to stand over her valley and let them know the truth. I will force from her an admission that she was wrong about me, that not only am I worthy but that I am most worthy!

Those are my revelations, as shown to me by the guiding force of Oracle.

That is my dream, the force within me that carries me on now from day to day.

—AYDRIAN WYNDON


Chapter 12
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Home

HE SAT ON THE SIDE OF THE HILL, EXPERTLY HIDDEN IN THE SHADOWS OF THE trees and as quiet as those shadows, watching them at their work. Two women, human women, and a young man of about his own age knelt by a small stream, washing clothes. And they were talking, and how good it was to hear human voices! Not the singsong higher-pitched melodies of the elves but human voices! Even if he could hardly understand a word they said, Aydrian felt more at home here than he had for years in the foreign land of Andur’Blough Inninness. For, indeed, he knew now, sitting there and looking at the people, that the elven land was, and would forever be, foreign to him. To be truly at home in Andur’Blough Inninness, Aydrian had come to understand, one had to be possessed of an elven viewpoint, and that was something that he, with barely a tenth the expected life span of an elf, could never have.

So now here he was, someplace far to the east of the elven valley, lurking near a small farm town. There were hunters in the town as well, he knew, for he had shadowed them on several excursions through the nearby forest. How clumsy they seemed to him, and how loud! In watching them plodding along the paths, oblivious of prey barely fifteen strides away and scaring off more game than they could possibly have carried back, Aydrian could almost understand Lady Dasslerond’s disdain for humans.

More than that, though, the young man was quite pleased to see the bumbling hunters at work, for their ineptness made him more confident that he could make a great name for himself here, much as Brynn would likely do in the southern kingdoms of To-gai and Behren.

He had come here this morning with the hopes of making his first contact with these people—with Elene, the oldest of the women, and perhaps with Kazik, the young man, for both were out here every day. Unfortunately, old Danye had come out this morning, as well, with her hawkish, hooked nose and foul temper. He had seen her here a few times, and never once had she showed the hint of a smile, never once had she spent more than a quarter of an hour without yelling at Kazik.

Aydrian sat and watched, having no intention of going anywhere near Danye. Sometime later, he was about to give up and wander back into the forest—and was, in truth, feeling more than a little relief that circumstance had brought him a reprieve—when the old woman unexpectedly departed, leaving Elene and Kazik alone.

Aydrian was out of excuses to delay. As nervous as he had ever been in his young life, he took a deep breath, and rose to his feet. Then, before he could begin to second-guess, he walked down the side of the hill, out from under the trees.

“Hey there!” Kazik greeted, seeing him first. Then, as if it suddenly registered with the young man that Aydrian was no one of the village, was no one that he knew, Kazik’s face screwed up curiously, and, his gaze never leaving Aydrian, he reached out to the side and tapped Elene on the shoulder. “Mums,” he said, “ye best look over here.”

With his limited understanding of the language, Aydrian could hardly pick out the words through the thick dialect. He kept approaching, slowly and without making any movements that could be construed as threatening.

“Who are ye?” Kazik said loudly, taking a defensive stance as Aydrian neared the opposite bank of the stream. He glanced around and spotted a large stick, then picked it up. “And what’d ye want?” he demanded.

Aydrian’s perplexed look was genuine. He held up his hands and stopped. “Aydrian,” he said, “Ni tul … I am Aydrian.” He almost said his surname but bit it back, realizing that if his father was nearly as important as the Touel’alfar had indicated, then the name would be recognized. And that, for some reason that Aydrian had not yet sorted out, the young man did not want.

After some uncomfortable moments, Elene moved in front of Kazik and said, “Bah, he ain’t no bandit, he ain’t. Who are ye then, boy, and what’s bringed ye all the way out here? Yer family comin’ to Festertool?”

Many of the words went right past Aydrian, but he did recognize the sympathy in the gentle woman’s tone. “I am Aydrian,” he said again, more confidently.

“Where’d ye come from?” the woman asked.

Aydrian smiled and looked back over his shoulder, opposite the rising sun, then looked back at Elene.

“From the west?” she asked skeptically. “Ain’t nothing out in the west. Just a few o’ them huntin’ towns …”

“He’s a bandit,” Kazik whispered, but Aydrian heard, and though he didn’t know exactly what a bandit might be, he could easily enough discern that it was nothing good.

“Then he’s a damned bad one,” Elene replied with a snicker, and she turned back to Aydrian and motioned for him to approach. “C’mere, boy,” she said.

Aydrian crossed the stream and stood near her. Kazik stared at him hard, silently challenging; but Aydrian, so desperate to find some companionship, at least knew better than to return that stare. If he did, if he engaged in some kind of a duel with Kazik, it might soon become explosive, and he figured that he’d have a hard time being welcomed in the town after that battle, especially by Kazik’s grieving parents.

“Where’s your family?” Elene said quietly, looping her arm in his.

“Dead,” Aydrian answered. “No more.”

“Where ye been living, then?” the woman pressed.

Aydrian turned back to the forest and answered, “Trees.”

“Ain’t for speaking much, is he?” Kazik remarked.

“I’m thinkin’ he’s not catchin’ our meanin’s,” said Elene. She turned back to Aydrian. “Well, whate’er’s yer trouble, boy, ye come back with me. I’ll get ye a fine meal and a warm bed, at least!” She pushed him along the trail heading back to the village and told him to go along, but she lingered for a moment with Kazik.

“Bandit,” the young man said.

“And better for us if we got him under our eye now, if he is,” Elene replied.

Aydrian caught every word and understood most. He only smiled again, feeling very much like he had just found a home.

The reaction from the rest of the villagers ranged from apprehensive to warm, except for Danye, who insisted that the strange young man be put right out. His sudden, unexpected, and still unexplained appearance caused quite a stir, of course; and later on that day Aydrian found himself sitting at a table with many of the village leaders, tough men and women, all. They grilled him all through the afternoon and far into the evening; and whenever he couldn’t understand a question, they rephrased it, searching for an answer. Most of all, they wanted to know where he had come from, and when he answered “tolwen,” the elven word for west, they all looked around at one another, their expressions puzzled.

“Tolwen, yeah, Tolwen,” one man said suddenly. “Hunting camp. Yeah, I heared o’ Tolwen.”

Aydrian looked at the man curiously but didn’t try to correct him.

The group began talking among themselves then, and Aydrian sat back and let himself drift out of the conversation. The first thing he had to do, he realized, was gain a stronger command of the language, and he had an idea how he might do that.

They put him up in one of the small rooms above the town’s common room, the only building in the small community that had two stories. It also had, Aydrian quickly discovered when he followed Rumpar, the tavern keeper, to fetch his dinner, a small cool cellar to help keep the food fresh.

Aydrian was back at the cellar before dawn, propping open the outside trapdoor and crawling down into the musty room. He used one of the gemstones, a diamond, to bring up a soft light, but as soon as he had himself situated, his mirror placed on a shelf along the opposite wall, he dismissed the magical glow and let his eyes adjust to the early morning light.

Sure enough, the shadowy figure was waiting for him in the mirror, and it seemed to recognize his needs immediately. When he emerged from the cellar soon after the sun climbed over the eastern horizon, Aydrian felt more confident about his ability to understand both the language and the dialect of the people of Festertool.

He spent that day in the company of many of the village leaders, being questioned again about where he had come from, this mysterious town of Tolwen, and about what had happened to his family.

Throughout it all, Aydrian remained vague and even cryptic, following their leads. After some time, and fearing that he might slip up as he became more and more tired, the young man had an idea. He put his hand in his pocket, feeling about for the cool smooth hematite, the soul stone. He established a magical connection almost immediately, then reached out with his thoughts into the mind of one of the village leaders, a woman who customarily led the hunts out of town. Inside her thoughts, Aydrian listened carefully. She believed that he was from some town named Tolwen, and of course had no idea that tolwen was the elvish word for west. Furthermore, the woman had a picture of Tolwen Town in her head, one that Aydrian easily extracted and then repeated for the interrogating panel. The young man watched in amusement as the woman’s head nodded with satisfaction at each detail he offered.

After using the mind-searching to confirm their thoughts of him, Aydrian left the room that night in the good graces of every one of Festertool’s leaders. He had passed the test and was now accepted fully. They now put him up with Elene, who was a widow, and Kazik, who, Aydrian learned, was her only living child. Kazik was given the task of teaching the newcomer his duties—mostly simple, manual labor, like washing things in the stream and dividing the firewood among the village houses—which Kazik was delighted to do, for he was promised that once Aydrian could take over his former duties, he would assume more important chores like herding animals and fending away wolves from the outer fields.

Aydrian, too, went at his tasks eagerly, determined to settle in here and learn all that he could about these people as quickly as possible. Every dusk and every dawn, the young man went back to Oracle, and each time, the shadowy figure was waiting for him in the mirror, to teach him more and more. Within two weeks, he was speaking the language as well as the people who had grown up with it, and he had learned, as well, to use his soul stone to read the thoughts of anyone speaking to him, using them as a guide to help him understand the words.

Within two weeks after that, though, young Aydrian was beginning to get a little restless and bored.

He cleaned clothes, he cooked, and he carried wood. These were his basic chores, the ones that earned him his food and shelter. If he wanted more than that, wanted a little coin with which to buy anything from the traders’ caravans that often came through Festertool, he had to work at night for Rumpar in the tavern common room. But that was not only where Aydrian could earn money but also where he enjoyed himself the most. For there, in the evenings, with the drinking, the tales began. There Aydrian began to learn more about his heritage, about the society he had just entered and its history.

“Here now, boy, are ye meanin’ to spend the whole o’ the night standin’ there talkin’?” Rumpar said one night, as Aydrian stood transfixed near one table of boisterous men, one of whom was recounting his perilous adventures along the road during his journey to the Barbacan to enter the covenant of Avelyn.

Aydrian heard a familiar name in that story, Nightbird, and heard another name mentioned repeatedly, Jilseponie, which at that time meant nothing to him.

“He’s a puffer,” Rumpar said late that night, after all but a handful of his closest friends had left the tavern, and those few had joined him in a private back room for some of the more expensive drink with Aydrian assigned the task of serving the group.

Far from being angry at having to remain so late, Aydrian relished the time with Rumpar’s colorful group of friends, four middle-aged men full of tales of battle and adventure. All had fought in the Demon War, so they said, and all had killed many goblins. The room itself was a testament to that war, decked with strange souvenirs, including a jagged dagger, a small, seemingly misshapen helm, and a meticulously maintained sword hanging over the mantel.

“Old Rumpar, he saw the most fighting,” one of the others said to Aydrian. “Fought in the King’s army he did, the Kingsmen.”

“Bah, but they should’ve put him in the Allhearts!” another chimed in.

Rumpar snorted at that and settled back more deeply in his chair. Aydrian studied him closely, scrutinized the look in his eyes, and discerned somehow, through some instinct that he didn’t quite understand, that there might be more bluster than truth to this tale.

“I did what was demanded, for country and Crown,” Rumpar said modestly. “Little pride I’m takin’ in havin’ to fight the beasts, or in the many I killed.”

Every word of that last sentence was a lie, Aydrian realized. The man puffed with pride, that much was obvious from his tone, his expression, and from the gleam in his eyes. Also, the condition of the sword marked it as Rumpar’s most prized possession, with not a hint of rust about it.

“Goblin blood stained that blade,” Rumpar said solemnly, apparently noticing Aydrian’s interest in it. “Aye, and that blood o’ them powrie dwarfs, too.”

Despite the fact that he didn’t believe Rumpar, Aydrian found himself transfixed by the image of the sword and by his own envisioning of its gleaming blade slashing in the morning light, driving across the chest of some horrid monster, spraying the red bloody mist as it cut. It was no elven blade, certainly, much cruder and ill-fashioned. But it held the young man’s interest. Aydrian had survived his time in the wilderness after he had left Andur’Blough Inninness by using his wits, his ability to hide, and on the two occasions it had been necessary, his magical gemstones. Despite the overwhelming power of those gemstones, something about the sword—this sword, any sword—touched Aydrian at a deeper level. The gemstone power was a gift, one that set him above his potential enemies, but mastery of a sword was an earned power, one that matched him, muscle and thought, against an enemy.

Hardly thinking of the movement, Aydrian found his hand drifting toward the hilt of the blade.

“Hear now! Don’t ye be touching it!” Rumpar yelled at him, breaking his trance. He recoiled immediately, his hand coming back to his side. He turned to face the man.

“Probably hurt hisself,” another man said with a chuckle.

“And get yer finger marks all over the blade,” Rumpar added.

Aydrian held back his smirk—if only they knew! This was not the time to push this issue, he recognized, and so he stepped away from the mantel obediently. He went about his duties for the rest of the night. Though the men all indulged a bit too much in drink and he believed that he could likely take down the sword and study it without being noticed, Aydrian did not. He exercised some of the patience that the Touel’alfar had taught him, realizing that he would soon enough find a better opportunity to handle the blade.

Rumpar and his close friends met again a few nights later, and then again soon after, and each time, Aydrian was asked to attend them. That confirmed to him that he had chosen right in exercising patience, in not taking any chances of angering Rumpar. In those subsequent gatherings, he kept away from the sword, though he glanced at it strategically, to get Rumpar and his buddies talking about the Demon War, and at the same time gleaning more information about his human heritage, about the folk of the region, and even about his legendary father from the tales.

Settling into the routines of the village fully, his command of the language grew daily. Another couple of weeks slipped past before Festertool and Aydrian faced their first real crisis. It wasn’t much of a threat, really, starting merely as a report from some children who had gone out fishing that the river was running very low.

For Aydrian, who knew so well the ways of nature, it wasn’t much of a mystery. The rain had been steady over the last few weeks, and on his journey to Festertool, he had seen the snow-capped mountains. Eliminating drought from the equation made it obvious to him why the stream was running thin.

He went out even as the villagers began discussing the issue, backtracking the stream to the expected beaver dam. Two strikes of lightning from his graphite had the river running again, and soon after, he returned to Festertool with two beaver pelts in hand, even as the first scouting party was heading out for the stream.

It was Aydrian’s first taste of applause from his own people, and though it was for a rather minor feat, and certainly nothing heroic, he found that he enjoyed the attention immensely.

So much so that, as all talk of his exploits fast faded over the next couple of days, Aydrian found himself searching for some other way to bring his name back to the forefront.

He was in the back room with Rumpar and his friends a few nights later, the older men indulging in drink and Aydrian sitting quietly and listening again to their overblown tales of wartime heroics. His thoughts drifted out of the conversation, going to the sword, and then, soon enough, he found himself drifting toward the sword physically as well. This time no one noticed as Aydrian clasped the hilt and lifted the weapon from its perch, bringing it easily down in front of him.

“Hear now!” Rumpar called a moment later.

“Don’t hurt yerself with it, boy,” another man said with a chuckle.

“Ye put it back!” Rumpar demanded, his tone far different from that of the other, amused man.

“I was just testing its balance,” Aydrian tried to explain.

“Bah, what’re ye knowing about such things?” Rumpar scolded, and he walked over and roughly pulled the sword from Aydrian, humiliating him.

Aydrian settled himself with a deep breath. “I know how to fight,” he assured Rumpar and all the others.

A couple of men exploded in laughter at that seemingly absurd proclamation.

“A bare-knuckled brawler!” one howled.

“Surely made for the Allhearts,” said another, and then even Rumpar began to laugh.

“I have done battle with finer weapons than that!” Aydrian lashed back. The room went perfectly silent in the blink of an eye, and the look that Aydrian noticed coming from Rumpar told him without doubt that he might have just put himself upon an irreversible course.

“Ye should be watching yer words more carefully, little one,” Rumpar said quietly, threateningly.

Aydrian thought that perhaps he should back off, but the boredom of the uneventful weeks and the casual dismissal of his work with the beaver dam had him itching for some action.

“But my words are the truth,” he replied evenly, not blinking. “Far better weapons. And I know how to use them, Rumpar, beyond that which you can imagine. In this town, out here on the frontier of the wild, it seems folly that such a weapon as that sword hangs unused above your mantel, when others, when I could put it to better use.”

“Could ye, now?” Rumpar asked doubtfully.

“I could,” Aydrian replied without the slightest hesitation. “Chasing bandits or orcs, or slaying dangerous animals.”

The laughter in the room began anew, with Rumpar again joining in.

“I will fight you for the sword,” Aydrian said before he could begin to consider the ramifications.

Again came that disturbing silence.

“He’d as soon part with his daughter,” one of the others said with a laugh; but that chuckle was not echoed by others, certainly not by Rumpar.

“Then I will fight you for the chance to borrow your sword,” Aydrian clarified. “If I best you, then you let me carry it and use it as necessary, and if you best me, then I will offer you my services, cutting wood, cleaning your house, whatever tasks you choose, for one month, every morning early before I go to my other duties.”

Rumpar stared at him long and hard, and Aydrian recognized that the man was going to dismiss him and his ridiculous challenge out of hand. Then the other men in the room chimed in their opinions, every one of them telling Rumpar to teach the boy a lesson.

Rumpar looked at them, at first betraying his doubts. But then, spurred by their applause, the corners of his mouth turned up in a wry smile. “One month?” the man scoffed, turning back at Aydrian. “Make it five months!”

“A year then,” Aydrian agreed. “Or five years. It matters not at all.”

The man held up his large fist. “Ye’re thinkin’ ye can match this?” he asked incredulously.

“Not the fist,” said Aydrian. “The sword. You use the sword, and I will use …” He glanced all around, his gaze at last settling on a broom leaning in the corner. “I will use this,” he announced, walking over and taking it up.

“If ye’re fighting to first blood, ye’ll have a heap of whacking to do with that!” said another man, and that brought a general laugh.

“Go on yer way, boy, afore I teach ye a lesson,” said Rumpar, waving his blade in Aydrian’s direction.

“Before you lose your reputation, you mean, warrior,” Aydrian replied, digging in his heels, embracing his decision wholeheartedly, for he realized that he was ready to change his relationship with the folk of Festertool. The impatient human side was speaking to him now, and clearly. “Take up your precious sword, and learn.”

A dramatic low “oooo” rolled through the room from Rumpar’s friends, all thoroughly enjoying the spectacle.

“Kick him good, Rumpar,” said one.

“Young upstart,” another added.

Rumpar took his sword up reverently, turning it over in one hand. He closed his eyes, and Aydrian could see that he was replaying old days of battle. Aydrian envied him those memories, the opportunity he had known, and had apparently wasted, to add his name to the list of the immortals.

He looked back at Aydrian, who stood holding the broomstick, and his gaze had altered, taking on a more serious and grim feature. “Ye’re going to get yerself hurt, boy,” he said quietly.

In response, Aydrian leaped forward and quickly swept the broom so that it slapped Rumpar across the backside, an attack designed to insult and infuriate more than anything else.

And its effect was immediate and stunning. Rumpar let loose a great bellow and leaped forward, his sword going in a roundabout slash, an obviously clumsy maneuver to the young man trained in the ways of bi’nelle dasada, then streaking in for Aydrian’s head.

His front leg toward Rumpar, his other leg back, his body evenly balanced over his front knee, Aydrian had no trouble skittering back three short steps out of range. Rumpar continued forward, overbalancing. Aydrian, his broomstick held across his chest in both hands, punched out with his left hand, bringing his weapon over the advancing blade. Then he drove it, and Rumpar’s sword, down. He brought the broom right back, the bristles sliding across Rumpar’s grizzly face, then Aydrian reversed his grip and released his left hand in order to complete the broomstick’s rotation down and under. The broom’s momentum brought its end firmly into his left armpit, and he quickly transferred the weapon to his left hand. Using his torso as the fulcrum, Aydrian drove his left hand out to the side, the broom smacking hard against Rumpar’s sword hand, hitting with enough force to dislodge the sword and send it skidding across the floor.

A quick turn and release had the broom in both his hands again, now held more like a club, and Aydrian struck Rumpar hard across the chest, sending him staggering backward. Then he reversed his grip again, now holding the broom in his right hand like a sword, and thrust ahead with a movement characteristic of bi’nelle dasada, jabbing the man hard in the ribs.

Rumpar staggered backward, his expression incredulous, and then he landed in a sitting position on the floor.

In the room, there was only stunned silence.

Aydrian wondered if he should have allowed the fight to last a bit longer, to save the man’s reputation and pride. No, he decided, better to show them from the beginning the truth of this young man who had come into their midst, the truth of the boy who would become their protector, the ranger of Festertool.

“A lucky blow!” one man protested, shattering the silence.

“Bah, but an ungrateful little cur ye are!” another scolded as Aydrian stooped and retrieved the sword, holding it before him for just a second.

“I expect no cheers,” he said to them, his voice calm and composed. “You will soon enough be glad that I have arrived, for I am Aydrian, ranger of Festertool, who will haunt the forest about your little town, silently protecting you though you hardly seem to deserve it.”

“Don’t seem so silent to me!” one man growled, though it was obvious to Aydrian that he had them all stunned and confused, overwhelmed by his display.

Rumpar managed to climb to his feet and started demanding that Aydrian return the sword, but Aydrian fixed him with a glare so cold that it froze the words in his throat.

“Go on now, boy,” one man said. “Be gone with ye!”

“Boy?” Aydrian echoed. “A boy who could defeat any two of you, any three of you, in battle. A boy you will come to appreciate if danger ever finds Festertool.”

Perfectly satisfied with the outcome and with his performance, Aydrian left the room, gathered his few belongings, and walked out of Festertool, the night still dark about him.

As the days passed and the weight of his impulsive decision began to tell upon him, Aydrian began to rethink his course and his place in the world. He wasn’t lonely out in the forest, and he often met the huntsmen of the village, often even giving them some information about where they might find game on any given day.

What Aydrian came to realize during those first days out of the village was that Festertool certainly was not, and never would be, his home. It wasn’t that he believed he had caused lasting damage to his relationship with the townsfolk by besting Rumpar—in fact, some of the hunters had made remarks to him that it was long overdue for the braggart to get shown for what he was—but rather that Aydrian recognized the limitations of Festertool—of any village this far out of the mainstream of human society. That understanding certainly frustrated the impatient, human—and youthful—impulses of Aydrian, but, schooled in the wisdom of the Touel’alfar, he found his patience and recognized Festertool not as his home but rather as a stepping-stone along the journey to his destiny.

In accordance with that, Aydrian thought long and hard about the title he would now bestow upon himself, an appropriate name to go along with his claim to be the ranger of Festertool. He considered his name, Aydrian, and his actual surname that he dared not use. The villagers thought him overconfident, he knew, but only because, despite his performance against Rumpar, they did not understand the truth of his abilities, his superiority.

That perception led Aydrian to his new name, the one he would tell openly, one reflective of his father, Elbryan, but one that subtly elevated him above his father’s heroic status. Elbryan was Tai’marawee, the Nightbird.

“And I am Tai’maqwilloq!” Aydrian called into the forest one night. “Aydrian, the Nighthawk!”


Chapter 13
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M’Lady Jilseponie

“THEY WILL NOT ACCEPT ME,” ROGER LOCKLESS PROTESTED AFTER JILSEPONIE ANNOUNCED to him and Dainsey that he would become the acting baron of Palmaris when she left for Ursal.

“They will love you as I do,” Jilseponie argued.

“It is too great a—”

“Enough from you, Roger Lockless,” Jilseponie scolded. “You will not be alone in this endeavor, with Dainsey beside you. And the staff of Chasewind Manor understands your duties well enough and will guide you, as will Abbot Braumin, now that he has returned to head St. Precious.”

“Why did ye take the position o’ bishop, knowing that ye were soon to head south?” Dainsey asked, though she didn’t seem upset by any of this. Dainsey had seen the very edge of death’s door, after all, and since that day when she had entered the covenant of Avelyn in the faraway Barbacan it seemed that little could shake her.

“It is a position that will be continued, I believe,” Jilseponie explained. “I expect that Abbot Braumin will be accepted by King Danube as leader of the city in Church and State.”

“So I should not become too comfortable in Chasewind Manor,” Roger reasoned, betraying by his tone that he was thrilled at the prospect of becoming baron.

“I have already spoken with Abbot Braumin,” Jilseponie explained. “He will find great duties for you, my friend, and though you’ll not hold the formal title of baron should Braumin be accepted as bishop by King Danube, you will find your duties no less demanding or important.”

“The responsibility without the accolades,” Roger said with a great and dramatic sigh. “It has been that way since first I rescued Elbryan from the powries.”

That brought a smile to Jilseponie’s face, for of course, the rescue had happened the other way around.

They heard a call in the distance, in rather annoyed tones, for “Lady Jilseponie!”

“Duke Bretherford’s an impatient one!” Dainsey remarked.

“He wishes to catch the high water,” said Jilseponie, though she knew that Dainsey’s assessment of the man, especially concerning this particular duty, was right on target. Bretherford had come for her from Ursal as soon as the weather had allowed, and he hadn’t seemed pleased by the situation, addressing Jilseponie somewhat sourly on every occasion.

“Well, I must be going,” the woman said to her two friends. “King Danube awaits.”

Dainsey rushed up and hugged her tightly, but Roger hung back a moment, staring at her.

“Queen Jilseponie,” he said, and he shook his head and smiled. “I do not know that I can ever call you that.”

“Ah, but then I will have to take your head!” Jilseponie said dramatically, and then she and Roger both came forward at the same moment, bumping into each other.

“You will be there?” Jilseponie asked him.

“Front row,” Roger assured her. “And woe to any noble who tries to deny the Baron of Palmaris the opportunity to see his dearest friend ascend to the throne!”

That brought another warm smile to Jilseponie’s face, for she didn’t doubt Roger’s words for a moment. “You help Abbot Braumin,” she instructed. “Be his friend as you’ve been mine.”

“And you be one, as well,” Roger said in all seriousness. “Forget not your friends here in the north once you are settled comfortably on the throne in Ursal.”

Jilseponie kissed him on the cheek. Outside, Duke Bretherford’s man yelled again for her, even more insistently.

River Palace floated away from Palmaris’ dock soon after, Jilseponie at the taffrail, waving to Roger and Dainsey, and to Braumin, Viscenti, and Castinagis; waving farewell to Palmaris, the city that had meant so much to her for the majority of her adult life.

She stayed at the taffrail for a long time, reflecting on all that had gone before, knowing that she had to make peace with her past now, with her losses, if she was to be a good wife to Danube and a good queen of Honce-the-Bear. The skyline receded, lost in the haze that drifted off the water, as the years themselves seemed to drift away from Jilseponie now. She had to look forward, not back, to perhaps the most important duty she had ever known.

Besides, in looking back, the specter of Elbryan loomed; and viewing those memories brought Jilseponie only great doubts about her decision to marry King Danube, to marry anyone who was not Elbryan.

“Your evening meal will be served at sunset, m’lady,” came a voice, breaking her trance.

She turned to regard the young sailor, offering him a warm smile. Then she looked past him, to Duke Bretherford as he stood on the deck, staring sternly out to port—pointedly, she realized, not looking at her. Why had he sent the sailor to tell her, when he was but a few strides away? Perhaps it was a matter of protocol that she did not know, perhaps a measure of respect for her and her privacy. Or perhaps, Jilseponie mused—and this seemed most likely of all—Duke Bretherford was intentionally sending her less-than-friendly signals. He had been somewhat cold to her since he had arrived in Palmaris the week before, informing her that the weather had held calm and the time had come for her to journey to Ursal, as per her arrangement with King Danube. Indeed, it had seemed to Jilseponie that old Bretherford was quite a reluctant messenger and cartman.

He turned from her now and started walking away, apparently having no intention of causing any direct confrontations. But Jilseponie didn’t play by the same rules of “tact.” She would not go into this union with the King blindly, nor would she let unspoken resentments remain so.

“Duke Bretherford,” she said quietly but certainly loud enough for him to hear, and she started toward him.

He pretended not to hear.

“Duke Bretherford!” she said more insistently; and now he did stop, though he did not turn to face her. “I would speak with you, please.”

Bretherford turned slowly to face her as she approached. “M’lady,” he said with a slight bow, one that seemed awkward given the short man’s barrel-like build. Bretherford didn’t seem able to bend in any particular way, seemed more like a solid mass atop those skinny, bent legs.

“In private?” Jilseponie asked more than stated, for she was perfectly willing to have this out on the open deck, if Bretherford so desired.

The Duke paused and considered the question for a moment, then said, “As you wish,” and led Jilseponie to his cabin beneath the flying bridge.

“Tell me,” Jilseponie demanded as soon as they were alone and Bretherford closed the door.

“Concerning?” the Duke innocently asked.

Jilseponie gave him a sour look.

“M’lady?” he asked politely, feigning ignorance to the bitter end.

“Your attitude has changed over the winter,” Jilseponie remarked.

“Concerning?” the evasive nobleman asked again.

“Concerning me,” Jilseponie said bluntly. “Ever since your arrival in Palmaris, I have noticed a palpable distance, a chill upon you whenever necessity brings us together.”

“I am a messenger, duty bound to my mission,” Bretherford started to say, but Jilseponie wasn’t going to let him evade the intent of her questions so easily. She was frightened enough by the possibilities that awaited her in Ursal, and she didn’t need any trouble with the man delivering her to Danube!

“You have changed,” she said. “Or at least, your attitude toward me has changed. I do not pretend that we were ever friends, but it seems obvious to me that you greeted me with far more warmth in the past than you do now. So what have I done, Duke Bretherford, to so offend you?”

“Nothing, m’lady,” he answered, but his sour tone when he said her title, the title of a soon-to-be queen, gave her all the answer she needed.

“Nothing more than my accepting the proposal of King Danube,” Jilseponie quickly added.

That set Bretherford back on his heels, and he brought one hand up to stroke his bushy, unkempt gray mustache, a telltale sign, she knew, that she had hit the mark. He walked to the side of the cabin to a small cupboard. He reached in and produced a bottle and a pair of glasses. “Boggle?” he asked.

Normally Jilseponie would have refused, for she had never been much of a drinker. She understood the significance of Bretherford’s actions, though. The man was offering her a chance for a private, person-to-person and not duke-to-queen, conversation.

She nodded and took the glass of wine, bringing it up and taking a small sip, her eyes locked on Bretherford, who nearly drained his own glass in one gulp.

“Bah, but I should be savoring it, I know,” he admitted.

“You have nothing to be nervous about, Duke Bretherford,” Jilseponie said. “You are uncomfortable around me, and have been since you arrived in Palmaris, and I am curious to know why.”

“No, m’lady, nothing like that.”

Jilseponie scowled at him. “Do not play me for the fool,” she said. “Your attitude toward me has surely shifted, and to the negative. Am I not even entitled to know why? Or am I supposed to guess?”

Bretherford finished his drink and poured another.

“Anything that you say now remains strictly between us,” Jilseponie assured him, for she could see that he wanted to tell her something.

“Not many in Ursal envied me this voyage,” Bretherford said quietly.

“The journey can be long and arduous,” said Jilseponie.

“Because of you,” Bretherford finished. “Not many were thrilled that I was sailing north to retrieve Lady Jilseponie. Some even hinted that I should toss you into the Masur Delaval long before we ever came within sight of Ursal’s docks.”

That admission stunned Jilseponie.

“You said that this discussion was between us, and in that context, I can speak candidly,” the Duke went on.

“Please do.”

“Few in the court at Ursal are delighted that King Danube is marrying a peasant,” Bretherford explained. “I discount not your heroics,” he quickly added, holding up his hand to stop Jilseponie, who was about to retort, “in the war and fighting the plague. That was many years ago, and the memories of the people are short, I fear.”

“The memories of the noblewomen, you mean,” Jilseponie remarked, and Bretherford tipped his glass to her.

“The place of queen is always reserved for women of noble birth,” he replied, “for the virginal daughters of dukes or barons or other court nobility.”

“Yet it is the King’s prerogative to choose,” said Jilseponie.

“Of course,” Bretherford admitted. “But that little changes the reality of what you will face in Ursal. The noblewomen will scorn your every step, wishing that it was they who walked on the arm of King Danube. Even the peasants—”

“The peasants?” Jilseponie interrupted. “What do you know of us, Duke Bretherford?”

“I know that few will greet you with the tolerance that you have found here in the north,” the man went on, undeterred. “Oh, the peasant women will love you at first, seeing you as the realization of a dream that is common throughout the kingdom, the dream of all the peasant girls that the King will fall in love with them and elevate them to the status of nobility. But that same source of their initial love for you may well turn into jealousy. Beware your every move, Bishop Jilseponie,” he said candidly. “For they, all of them, will judge you, and harshly, if you err.”

The man was obviously rattled then, by the sound of his own words, and he gulped down his second glass of boggle, breathing hard.

He believed that he had overstepped his boundaries, despite the claim that this was a private conversation, Jilseponie knew. He expected that she would hate him forever after, perhaps even that she would enlist Danube against him, covertly if not overtly. In truth, Jilseponie was a bit taken aback, a bit angry, and that emotion was indeed initially aimed at Duke Bretherford. But when she considered his words, she found that she could not disagree with his assessment.

“Thank you,” she said, and the man looked at her in surprise. “You have spoken honestly to me, and that, I fear, is something I will not often find at King Danube’s court.”

“Rare indeed,” the Duke agreed, and he seemed to relax a bit.

“As for our relationship, I ask only that you judge me fairly,” Jilseponie went on. “Allow me the chance to prove my value to King and country as queen. Judge me as you would one of those noble daughters.”

Bretherford didn’t answer, other than to hold the bottle of boggle toward her.

Jilseponie toasted him with her glass, drained it, and then presented it for refill.

She left Bretherford’s cabin soon after, thinking that this had not been a bad start to their relationship—and in truth, though they had known each other for more than a decade, this really was the start of any relationship between them, for this was the only honest exchange the pair had ever shared. Jilseponie believed that she had made an ally, and she feared she would need many of those at King Danube’s hostile court.

No, not an ally, she realized as she considered again the words and movements of Duke Bretherford. But at least, she believed, she could now count on the man to treat her honestly.

That was more than she expected she would find from many others at Danube’s snobbish, exclusive court.

River Palace sailed into Ursal harbor to great fanfare and cheering, with throngs gathered to greet the woman who would become their queen. Given the exuberance, the sheer glee, it was hard for Jilseponie to keep in mind the warnings of Duke Bretherford. But only for that short, overwhelming moment when first she viewed the passionate people. For she had learned much in her life, and Jilseponie knew that the greater the passion, the easier and the greater the turn. As she stepped onto the gangplank and looked out over the crowd, she imagined the cheering and beaming smiles transformed into screaming and ugly grimaces. In truth, it did not seem to be so much of a stretch.

In addition, there were two standing among the nobles at the dock who reinforced the Duke’s dire words—the two, Jilseponie reasoned, who had already spoken ill of her to Bretherford, who had likely helped change his attitude toward her.

Constance Pemblebury and Duke Targon Bree Kalas flanked King Danube, as always; their proximity to the man who would be her husband brought little hope to Jilseponie. She could see through the phony smiles stamped upon their faces, could hear the anger in their every hand clap. Constance in particular held Jilseponie’s gaze with her own, and Jilseponie could not miss the hatred in the woman’s eyes.

She debarked River Palace, smiling and waving, with Duke Bretherford’s words resonating clearly in her mind.

Her first step onto Ursal’s dock, she realized even as she took it, was the beginning of a very trying road.


Chapter 14
 [image: ]

Not Quite Parallel

MARCALO DE’UNNERO STOOD AND STARED AT THE DISTANT TOWN FOR A LONG, long while. He and Sadye had come to this region, farther south than Micklin’s Village, for the winter, hoping for milder weather. They had survived fairly well over the last few months, and in truth, it had been an existence far less stressful than any De’Unnero had known in the last decade. He did not deny the weretiger now, nor did Sadye utilize her soothing, magical music to keep the beast within, for that was beyond her talents. She did not fear the beast but, rather, welcomed it. “What better way to hunt?” she often prompted De’Unnero whenever he expressed doubts about letting the beast come forth.

In fact, over the last couple of months, with Sadye’s help, the former monk had come to see his affliction as something completely different. Rather than a curse, was it possible that the weretiger was a blessing, a way for De’Unnero to more powerfully carry out the way of God, the often violent path of righteousness? De’Unnero still wasn’t certain if he quite believed that, or if he only claimed to believe it to hide his real fears that he had become a demonic creature. With Sadye, though, and her soothing, gem-encrusted instrument, De’Unnero was now seeing a different side of the weretiger, a more controlled violence.

Sadye had no trouble playing and singing a magically enhanced song to turn De’Unnero’s tiger’s eyes away from her and out into the forest for more acceptable game.

The pair had not gone hungry that winter.

Despite all of that, despite even his growing hope, if not belief, that there might be a blessing to be found beneath the tearing claws of the tiger, despite all the assurances of Sadye that she, with her instrument, could control the creature, the weight of this next step they had decided to take settled uneasily onto Marcalo De’Unnero’s shoulders. He looked at the village on the hill before him and he saw so many similarities to Micklin’s Village. He could foresee the blood splashing against the walls, painting them red. He could see the people milling about the village now, including women and children, and he could well imagine their screams.…

Another image assaulted De’Unnero. After he and Sadye had made love one night not long before, he sat by their campfire, stoking the flames, and Sadye sat behind him, plucking a simple, sweet tune on her lute. It had been peaceful and beautiful, and then De’Unnero had caught the scent of a hunted deer, had heard the howls of the wolves pursuing the doomed animal. Before he had even known what was happening, De’Unnero felt the emergence of the weretiger, the primal beast coming to the call of the primal hunt.

He remembered that feeling, that hunger, now, and keenly. He remembered turning on Sadye as she sat there, her naked skin hardly covered by the blanket thrown around her shoulders, the lute held before her. How easy it would have been for him to rend the flesh from her bones! To tear lines in her so that he could drink her warm and sweet blood! As tough and composed as ever, Sadye had stared him down, had played those soothing notes on her lute, and had joined the melody with her own calming voice. And she had turned the weretiger away, had sent the beast off to join in the hunt for the deer. Despite her surprise, which she had later admitted, that the weretiger had emerged so quickly and unexpectedly, Sadye had fended him off.

But, De’Unnero understood—and this was the most poignant and troubling thing to him at that moment as he stared at the distant village—Sadye had not, had never, been able to help him suppress the weretiger. Once the beast emerged, only the satiation of its murderous hunger, no easy thing, seemed to allow Marcalo De’Unnero to regain full control.

In the face of that awful truth, that one nagging reminder to De’Unnero that this was indeed a curse and no blessing, what benefit might Sadye’s song offer to the helpless folk of that village, should the weretiger emerge?

“It will work,” Sadye said to him, coming up beside him and squeezing his upper arm, resting her head on his shoulder. “You must trust in me, my love.”

Her last two words struck De’Unnero profoundly. My love. Never had he expected to hear such words from a woman! He had entered St.-Mere-Abelle at the age of twenty, dedicating himself to the Order while fully expecting and accepting the rule of celibacy. To his surprise, the secret life of many of the Abellican monks had been far from celibate, and De’Unnero had heard stories of their dalliances with whores on occasion. He knew, though, that those affairs had never been anything akin to love. It had been a physical coupling only, a release and relief, and nothing more.

So he had believed it might be with Sadye after their first few, almost vicious, sessions of lovemaking. She was full of fire and passion, her eyes sparkling, her body reaching out hungrily for his.

She was also possessed of so many other qualities, De’Unnero had learned, of tenderness and reflection, of an almost brutally honest assessment of the failings of the world around them, and, most appealing of all to De’Unnero, of vulnerability. Sadye was as tough as anyone he had ever known. But she had let him into her heart, had let him see her at her most vulnerable and open. Yes, their lovemaking had been just that, a sharing and an openness that Marcalo De’Unnero had never before known and had believed could be achieved only in the deepest of prayers to God.

His love now was secular, but in many ways, it seemed to De’Unnero to be a more spiritual experience than anything he had ever known at St.-Mere-Abelle.

Together, hand in hand, they went into the hamlet, Tuber’s Creek by name.

Festertool was buzzing with excitement when Aydrian came in one summer morning, a slain deer draped across his uncannily strong shoulders. He hadn’t visited the town often over the last few weeks, but never, not even when he had first come to Festertool, had he witnessed such excitement.

“Bah, but he’s bringing a deer,” cackled one old man, one of Rumpar’s cronies who had been in the private room when Aydrian had won the use of the sword. “And wit’ all them better tings fer killing!”

Aydrian looked at the old man curiously, not beginning to understand what he might be chattering about.

“Are ye gonna kill ’em?” a young boy asked, running right up to Aydrian and pulling hard on the fraying bottom of his dark brown tunic.

Aydrian looked at the boy. “Kill who?”

“Nikkye, come here now and don’t be botherin’ that one!” the boy’s mother yelled from a nearby porch.

“Kill who?” Aydrian asked again, and he dropped the deer and faced the mother squarely.

“No one who’s any o’ me own business,” she answered curtly. She pushed Nikkye into the house before her and shut the door.

Aydrian stood staring at the closed door for a few moments, then sighed, shook his head, and turned to retrieve the deer. He saw a couple of other people regarding him then, including Kazik, with whom he had not spoken since he had won the sword. Kazik hadn’t been happy with him, and Aydrian could easily understand jealousy to be the source of the young man’s resentment. For Aydrian had what Kazik, what all young men their age, most wanted: the respect of the village men.

“Bandits,” Kazik answered, and Aydrian stopped cold even as he bent over to grab an antler, as surprised that Kazik had spoken to him as he was by the answer itself.

“Bandits?” he echoed.

“South,” Kazik said, his tone rather sharp. “Waylaid a group from Roadapple, not two days’ march from here.”

“Word says they’re heading north, our way,” added one of Kazik’s companions, a handsome young brown-haired woman with dark eyes that reminded Aydrian of Brynn Dharielle’s.

“Wicked bunch,” said Kazik, staring at Aydrian intently, obviously trying to intimidate him. “Killed one o’ the men. Took his heart out right on the road.”

Kazik’s words did not have the desired effect. Aydrian knew of Roadapple, had seen the village a couple of times during his travels. He had even spoken with a group of huntsmen from the southern town, guiding them to a meadow where he had noted some deer. Bandits, he thought then, and his heartbeat quickened at the notion of finally finding a mission for which he believed himself worthy, one that seemed a hundred steps removed from guiding hunters or blasting beaver dams.

“Take the deer to the shed,” Aydrian said to Kazik.

Kazik stared at him skeptically.

“Are the leaders of the village preparing a party to go out to find the highwaymen?” Aydrian asked.

“If they were, they’d not invite you,” Kazik remarked.

“They’re more likely to prepare the defenses of the town,” the young woman answered, “in hopes that the bandits will stay out on the road. Yer deer’ll be welcomed.”

“Take it then,” said Aydrian, and he walked away, leaving the deer. He found Rumpar soon after and informed the man that he was heading south, to Roadapple and the bandits.

“I will put your sword to good use,” he promised the man with a smirk.

A bit of a flash did shine behind Rumpar’s eyes at that remark, but it was fast replaced by the same cynicism and anger with which he had viewed Aydrian ever since the boy had humiliated him and taken the sword. “Ye’re to get yerself killed, then,” he snarled. “And me sword—the pride of Festertool, the blade that slew a hundred goblins and powries in the Demon War—will fall into the hands of common thieves. Give it over, boy, afore ye get yerself murdered!” He held out his hand as he finished, but the only thing Aydrian put in that hand was the weight of his iron-willed gaze, the same look he had used upon Rumpar and the others when he had won the blade, the look of confidence and strength.

“I will add to the legend of Rumpar’s blade, not replace it,” Aydrian said calmly—too calmly for Rumpar’s frazzled state. “Though it, and you, are not deserving of my generosity.”

He walked out then, leaving Rumpar’s house, crossing the town under the scrutiny of many villagers who were already whispering the news that strange young Aydrian was planning to go out to hunt the bandits.

He heard their whispers behind him. The old lady angrily hissed, “He’s to get hisself kilt, the fool!” One sturdy huntsman echoed an even more cynical view: “More likely, he’s to join with the murderers, and good riddance to him!”

Aydrian took it all in stride, even smiled to himself as he imagined the changed tune he would hear upon his return.

His victorious return, he believed, and he dropped one hand to the hilt of his somewhat crude and unbalanced sword, the other into the pouch holding his more powerful weapons.

Sadye and De’Unnero were welcomed by the people of Tuber’s Creek with open arms, the folk of the small, secluded village seeming glad for the new additions—even if a few, mostly older women, raised their eyebrows and offered some judgmental tsk-tsks at the spectacle of the older man with a wife little more than half his age.

They introduced themselves as Callo and Sadye Crump, with De’Unnero taking obvious pleasure in the subtle, teasing aspect of the alias. The first was obviously his own name shortened; and the chosen surname, Crump, was taken directly from Bishop Marcalo De’Unnero’s most infamous act, the execution of a merchant named Aloysius Crump. If De’Unnero enjoyed these name games, as he had perverted Father Abbot Markwart’s first name, Dalebert, into his previous alias of Bertram Dale, then Sadye positively basked in it. The cryptic nature, leading to possible disaster, seemed only to spark her insatiable hunger for adventure and danger.

They were welcomed with a host of questions, but nothing sinister or prying, just the normal interest of a group of secluded people thrilled to get news of the outside world. And who better to deliver the happenings than Sadye the bard? The couple was given a temporary place to stay, with promises of a permanent residence in the form of a dilapidated old house of one villager who had died the previous year.

Two days after their arrival, on a day when the weather was too fine for hunting, the whole of Tuber’s Creek joined together at the abandoned house, and by the time the sun set that evening, the place was again habitable.

“The warmth of homely home,” De’Unnero said, somewhat sarcastically, when the villagers had all left and he and Sadye were alone. “Soon we must obtain all of the best furnishings!”

Sadye laughed heartily, sharing his obvious disdain for the commonplace. “As warm as you make it,” she said, a twinkle in her eye. “Even a peasant’s shelter can be charmed, for it is not where you are that is important. It is what you do while you are there.”

It was an invitation that Marcalo De’Unnero had no intention of refusing.

Much later that night, with a fire burning in the fireplace before them, while Sadye played and sang quiet songs of love lost and wars won, De’Unnero allowed himself to truly relax, to reflect upon his past achievements and errors, to consider his life’s course to this point, even to ponder what road he might next walk.

When he considered his present company and her refreshing take on the world, no course seemed improbable, his options limitless.

But his options seemed limited indeed when he considered that he could not walk those roads alone, or even just with Sadye, when he reminded himself that another creature would always accompany him.

He basked in her song, then, and in the quiet crackle of the fire, not allowing his frustrations to tickle and tempt the release of his darker side.

Aydrian figured that he was closing in on Roadapple, for he had put over fifteen miles behind him, but still, he saw no sign of any bandits. The one road was clear—and had been all the way south.

When he at last came in sight of the town, nestled in a small wooded valley between two round-topped hillocks, he veered east. Perhaps the bandits had taken up a position on the southern road out of Roadapple, he thought, so when he had circled the small village, the road in sight again, he turned south and started to follow it.

Thinking he had found his prey, Aydrian smiled widely when he saw movement in the brush along the side of the road. He kept on walking nonchalantly, one hand resting easily on the pommel of his belted sword, the other holding a graphite and a lodestone. He focused his thoughts on the graphite first, ready to loose a stunning bolt should the enemy spring upon him.

And so they did as he continued his stroll—more than a dozen men, many holding bows, leaping from concealment, shouting at him, some charging at him.

Aydrian released the graphite energy, not in a concentrated and devastating bolt, as he had learned, but rather in a general shock, a force that radiated, crackling in the air.

A few of the ambushers tumbled to the ground, mostly those who had been charging and suddenly found that they had temporarily lost control of their legs. All of them felt the stunning blast, felt the disorientation. One archer let fly, his arrow soaring nearly straight up in the air, while another stood shaking as his arrow fell from his grasp.

Aydrian, thinking his victory at hand, drew his sword and leaped ahead, closing fast on a pair of seemingly helpless men.

And then … he stopped and stared at them, suddenly seeing them not as bandits but as farmers and hunters. Realizing his vulnerability, he rushed ahead again in a moment, seizing the closest man and putting his sword tip to the man’s throat.

“Who are you?” he demanded.

“Shoot him dead!” the doomed man cried. “Kill him, for he’s the one, to be sure, that taked ol’ Tellie’s heart out!”

Aydrian gawked, confused for just a moment, before it registered what was going on here. These were no bandits but were a group from Roadapple, out to secure the road.

“Hold! Hold! Hold!” the young man shouted, spinning away from the villager. “I am no highwayman but have come, as you have, to rid the area of the vermin. I am Aydrian.… I am Tai’maqwilloq, ranger of Festertool, sworn protector of the region.”

All around him came doubting, confused murmurs, but the archers did hold their shots, and a couple even lowered their bows.

“I heared o’ him,” one man said after an uncomfortable few moments. “He cleared the river. That was yerself, eh?”

Aydrian held his sword out wide and bowed low.

“Bah,” spat the man Aydrian had just released. “Just a boy!”

“A boy with power,” another chimed in. “Ye felt his shock. And how’d ye do that, boy?”

Aydrian put on a confident look. “Return to Roadapple in the knowledge that the road will soon again be secured.”

“Because we mean to secure it,” the man he had released, his pride obviously wounded, snapped back.

“As you will, then,” Aydrian said, bowing again. “Lie in ambush if you choose, but I’ll not join you.”

“Who asked ye?”

“But I will return to you,” Aydrian promised, ignoring the comment. “You will learn the truth of Tai’maqwilloq, the Nighthawk.”

“Fancy name,” Aydrian heard one man grumble as he started away, sliding his sword back into his belt as he went. The young man only smiled all the wider, for he meant to live up to every implication of that lofty title.

He spent the rest of that day and all of the next searching the area for signs of the bandits, but to his dismay he found nothing definite. Either the highwaymen weren’t in the area, and hadn’t been for a while, or they were very good at covering their tracks.

Frustrated after yet another fruitless day, Aydrian set his camp in the open on a hillock that night and brought up a blazing fire. He wanted to be a target, though it occurred to him that being so very obvious might imply to the bandits that he and the camp were no more than decoys. Frustration fanned the flames of that campfire, and only then did Aydrian realize how badly he wanted—no, not wanted, but actually needed—to find the highwaymen. This was the first opportunity for him to begin to separate himself from ordinary men, and Aydrian was already beginning to understand that such chances in times of peace would be rare indeed.

His agitation had him pacing long into the night; though after a while, he gave up believing his beacon fire would bring the highwaymen to him and he let the flames die down. But even as the fire dwindled, his frustration mounted, and Aydrian finally took a deep breath and realized that he was losing his edge, the fine calm that kept a warrior’s thoughts clear and focused in times of crisis. He immediately found a comfortable place to sit and reached for his gemstones, seeking the smooth and inviting depths of the hematite.

He used the magic of the gemstone much as he used it at Oracle then, to fall deeper within himself that he might more clearly define his honest feelings and perhaps guide those thoughts along more positive avenues.

But then something happened that the young man did not quite understand: the gemstone pulled him deeper into its magic, asked him to step right into that gray swirl, and thus to step right out of his own body!

Aydrian recoiled, stunned and afraid. The mere thought that he could somehow separate his spirit and body horrified him—wasn’t that the province of death, after all? And this was not like the time when he had entered the spirit realm briefly to do battle with Lady Dasslerond. No, this time he would fly free, truly free, of his corporeal form.

Despite his very real reservations, the young man didn’t shut out the gemstone altogether, kept enough of the magic swirling and speaking to him so that he could further explore this darker side of hematite. For a long, long time, Aydrian sat there, oblivious of the potentially disastrous consequence should the highwaymen walk into his camp and simply murder him. Transfixed, he moved closer and closer to that narrow opening, sidling bits of his spirit up to it, trying to peer beyond, hoping secretly that he might be seeing the other side of death itself.

A little closer he went, allowing the opening to widen, peering in.

Peering in, and then widening it a bit more, following his curiosity almost blindly into this promising and dangerous tunnel.

And then, suddenly it seemed—though in truth more than an hour had passed—he fell free of his body, was standing across the fire staring back at his unmoving form.

After the moment of horror passed, Aydrian realized that he could return to his body whenever he wanted. He could see it as a glowing spot in the darkness of the spirit world. The hematite was there, holding open the portal. Aydrian’s trepidation gradually diminished. He turned away from his physical body, looking at the wider world around him through spirit eyes. With the fear gone, he found that he felt free, freer than ever he thought possible! He wondered why the Touel’alfar hadn’t shown him this side of the hematite. Perhaps they didn’t know of it, or perhaps Lady Dasslerond had been afraid to show him this power, fearing that he would fly out of her valley, fly beyond her control.

For, yes, he knew intuitively he could fly, his spirit could soar on the night breezes or of its own accord. He tested it, circling the hillock. Aydrian found he could see and sense the spirits of all the animals nearby, could feel their life force, an amazing sensation of heightened perception that absolutely delighted him.

And gave him an idea.

He soared out, looking through spirit eyes, and even more than that, feeling through spirit senses. All the life around him registered to him—the trees and the grass and the animals—and Aydrian was soon able to differentiate between even the subtle gradations in spirit types. Within a few minutes of his spirit-walking journey, Aydrian could tell the difference between a squirrel and a deer without needing to see the creature.

He was covering enormous amounts of ground with merely a thought. He went right through Roadapple, where a few sentries remained, despite the late hour. At that moment, Aydrian learned an even darker aspect of this spiritual walk, for as he passed a few of the sentries, he felt a sudden and nearly uncontrollable urge to rush into one of their forms, to expel the spirit of the man and take the body as his own. He almost did it—and knew that he could, with little resistance—but he wisely held back, fighting the temptation, guessing that the expelled spirit would sooner or later find its way back into its body and then might remember enough about the possession to identify the violator. That wasn’t the reputation Nighthawk wished to build for himself on the frontier.

He rushed out of the town, needing to be far away from the temptation, for as stubborn and confident as he was, Aydrian recognized that there was real danger here.

For another hour, the spirit of Aydrian soared through the forest all around Roadapple, when finally, just as he was thinking that it was time to return to his body, he saw the glow of a distant campfire and felt the emanation of human life and another even stronger spiritual sensation.

He soared in eagerly, flying into the treetops above the small camp. He saw five men, dirty and unshaven, and a pair of women who seemed equally grubby, but he hardly paid them any heed, for there, reclining against a tree, loomed a sight beyond Aydrian’s wildest expectations. A giant rested there, laughing and joking. It quickly became apparent to Aydrian that the brute was the leader of the band—or at least that he didn’t take orders from the others.

Aydrian stayed around for a while, listening, confirming that they were indeed the bandits that had been terrorizing the region. While he hovered in the high branches and watched, three of the robbers took out some of their ill-gotten gains and began gaming for them with carved bones. Aydrian watched a bit longer, trying to find some measure of each of the thieves, looking for strengths and weaknesses. Then he eagerly retreated, soaring back to his body. He initially figured to sleep the night out, then go for the band in the morning, but he was too energized even to think about sleeping, and soon found himself walking down from his camp, heading in a straight line for the highwaymen.

He fumbled through his gemstones as he walked, trying to formulate some attack plans. Seven humans awaited him, vicious and experienced killers, to say nothing of their burly, twenty-foot-tall companion!

Yes, the gemstones would have to play a part in this fight, Aydrian decided, and in a more dramatic way than he had used them against the sentries of Roadapple. Could he bring forth a lightning stroke powerful enough to fell a giant? he wondered.

But, again, the prospects did not deter the young man, did not daunt him in the least. If anything, the realization that this band might prove formidable only made Aydrian more determined and eager to go after them.

Dawn broke long before he ever got near the encampment, and he wondered if he should find a secluded place to hole up and fall into the gemstone magic again. Before he could even seriously consider the option, though, he learned that he did not have to seek the highwaymen any further.

“Stand where ye are!” came a barking command, and one of the men he had seen the previous night walked out into the middle of a rough path before him, a long, curved dagger in hand. “A pity to have to cut up one as young as yerself.”

“What do you want?” Aydrian called, feigning ignorance. He drew out his sword, and had his graphite tucked neatly in the palm of his weapon hand, against the pommel. He dropped his other hand into his pocket, picking up the lodestone.

A movement to the side caught his attention, but he did well not to let on that he had heard the rustle. Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted a second man, one of the ones he had surmised to be among the most formidable of the group, holding a large spear. Aydrian sent his thoughts through the lodestone, trying to sense any other metal the robber might be holding. He felt the emanations of several pieces, most notably a pendant the man wore about his neck.

“Aw, don’t ye kill him,” came a feminine voice behind Aydrian. He was a bit surprised—and impressed—that one had been able to move behind him without his hearing it. “Let me keep him as me pet.”

A laugh followed—from the other woman, Aydrian knew.

So one was before him, one to the side, and two behind. That left three men unaccounted for. And, more important to Aydrian, the giant had not yet shown itself.

“Ye just remove all yer weapons, all yer belongin’s, and all yer clothes, boy,” yet another man called, from the other side. “Then we might be lettin’ ye go, or, if Danyelle there likes what she’s seein’, we might be takin’ ye along.”

Aydrian made no move, just sent his thoughts into his two gemstones, building their energies. He hadn’t seen any bows, here or in the camp the previous night, but he thought that an area shock might be a good way to start things.

“Ye deaf, boy?” yelled the man in the path ahead, and he advanced a step. Another man dropped to the ground from his concealment in a tree behind him. “Ye start droppin’ things or we’ll start cuttin’ ye up.”

One man missing, Aydrian thought, and still no sign of the giant.

“Ye deaf, boy?” the man directly ahead yelled, seeming even angrier as if he was quickly losing control. He advanced more determinedly then, brandishing his knife.

Aydrian heard a slight sound behind him and instinctively ducked, and an arrow whistled by. Up rose Aydrian, and he sent forth a stunning shock and followed it quickly sending a sudden violent burst of energy into the lodestone, building its power to explosive levels, focusing its beam upon the pendant, and letting it fly off. It cracked through the air loudly, so fast was its flight, then hit the man on Aydrian’s right; and the young ranger knew he would have nothing further to fear from that one.

With all of the others about him still staggering from the lightning shock, Aydrian leaped ahead, his sword rushing out, rolling to the inside of the long dagger, catching the smaller blade and pushing it to the side. A quick, perfectly balanced charge of bi’nelle dasada sent Aydrian forward, sword stabbing hard. The highwayman managed to duck a bit, catching the blade in his shoulder instead of his chest, but he fell hard to the ground and began howling and rolling, grasping at his bleeding wound.

Aydrian ran past the falling man toward his companion, who still stood beneath the tree. The ranger stopped short, though, and spun to see both women and the man from his left charging his way.

Stubborn, he thought. He continued his turn, meeting the charge of the man before him. A sword arced down, coming diagonally for the side of Aydrian’s neck. An awkward attack, it seemed to the young warrior. He moved as if he meant to try to parry the diving blade, but then, at the last second, Aydrian dropped into a low crouch, and the highwayman, caught by surprise and overbalanced, stumbled forward, his sword wavering.

Up came Aydrian, advancing even as the man stumbled forward. He felt his already bloody sword sink in again, this time all the way to the hilt. The man was up against Aydrian then, his eyes and mouth wide in astonishment. But not pain, Aydrian noticed wonderingly, for he could see his sword, dripping blood, sticking out the man’s back!

Aydrian felt his stomach turn as he saw the light go out of the man’s eyes, but he had to ignore the sickly feeling, for the others were quickly advancing. He shoved the dead man back and pulled his sword free, spinning into a ready position.

The remaining three screamed and yelled in outrage, and came in hard but stopped short.

And where was the giant?

One of the women began screaming for the dead man; the other looked Aydrian in the eye coldly. “I’ll play with ye, I will,” she said in even, quiet tones. “I’ll take off yer fingers one by one, and then yer toes—”

Aydrian turned his thoughts away from her words suddenly, his instincts alone warning him, putting all the pieces of the curious actions of these three together. He spun to his right—perhaps he had heard the grunt of the missile thrower from far away—to see a huge stone soaring his way, a perfect shot that would surely squash him flat. There was no way he could duck or dodge, and he certainly had no chance to parry or deflect the boulder.

So he brought up his sword hand again, and with an urgency and power born of desperation, threw every ounce of magical energy he could muster into the graphite.

The lightning bolt flashed out, smashing the boulder, exploding it into a thousand flying splinters. The concussion of the blast sent Aydrian and the three bandits tumbling. The remaining man—who had the misfortune to be almost directly under the blast—and one of the women screamed out in pain as rocky shards battered them.

Aydrian, too, took a few painful hits from debris, but he scrambled quickly to his feet.

He hardly noticed the unhurt woman rising a short distance away, for charging through the forest, shaking the trees and tearing away branches, came the behemoth, bellowing wildly.

The young ranger set himself against that charge, reminding himself in the few seconds before they engaged of everything he had learned: the fighting strategies, the fluid movements, and necessary patience.

In came the roaring giant, swinging a club that more resembled an uprooted tree. Aydrian’s instincts, or perhaps it was simple fear, told him to run back, to run away, but he fought that urge and charged ahead, inside the swipe of the club, scrambling forward and diving into a roll. He came up smoothly and under control, in a spring that took him between the giant’s legs. He stabbed out to the right as he went, striking the behemoth’s calf.

How he wished he had an elvish blade! For Rumpar’s rather ordinary sword barely dug in, and Aydrian had no time to pause and drive the blade in deeper.

He skittered through the gap in the behemoth’s legs, rolling ahead, then coming up and diving sidelong just in time to avoid the thump of the great club. What followed looked like some weird dance, with Aydrian diving, rolling over a huge foot, landing on his feet, and moving on without hesitation, always seeming to be one step ahead of the stomping and clubbing giant. And with each turn and each shift, Aydrian somehow managed to get in a slash or a stab, bringing a howl of protest from the giant but doing little real damage.

“You will get tired, puny one!” the giant promised. And Aydrian had a hard time disagreeing with the assessment, for his every movement had to be quick and precise, had to be a measure of anticipation rather than reaction. And he knew that he was hardly hurting the behemoth—stinging it, yes, but causing no wounds that would bring the giant down.

He rushed out as if to dive into another headlong roll, then pulled up short, cut around, and tumbled back toward the giant, wincing as he heard the club slam the ground to intercept his original course—certainly with enough force to have squashed him flat. Then Aydrian took a chance and charged at the giant’s leg, stabbing hard at the ankle and scoring his deepest hit yet.

But he got kicked for his efforts, the slam sending him scrambling and sprawling right over the foot he had just attacked. He heard the woman behind him cheer, saw his pouch fly open and his gemstones go bouncing all over the ground. He grabbed one with his free left hand, then let go of his sword to take up another, the complementary stone, scrambling still to get out of the behemoth’s reach.

The giant roared in pursuit, its great club going up high. But that roar became a questioning grunt when it noted that Aydrian was suddenly glowing a bluish-white.

A split second later, even as the giant hefted its club again to begin the killing swing, the fireball exploded.

The giant howled—how it howled!—and dropped its smoking club, both its singed hands slapping at the flames burning its thick mop of hair. Roaring in pain and confusion, it started running away.

Aydrian grabbed up another stone and his sword, fast in pursuit. He neared and leaped, catching the giant’s belt and pulling himself up to get a toehold there, then propelling himself upward even more. In one huge stride, the young man was kneeling atop the dazed behemoth’s shoulder, and he took his sword by the hilt in both hands and stabbed with it as he might with a dagger, his finely toned muscles driving the blade deep into the side of the giant’s throat. Aydrian let go of the blade, but followed through with the movement, rolling into a forward somersault down the front of the giant, catching hold of the smoking tunic and pulling himself out to the side. He hit the ground in a sprint, trying to get out of the behemoth’s reach, but he needn’t have worried, for the giant continued to retreat, both its hands at its throat, trying to extract the sword. It did finally pull the blade out and throw it to the side, both hands coming back to try to stem the fountain of blood that then erupted.

Aydrian casually lifted his arm, aiming for the giant’s back. He let his thoughts flow into the graphite and struck the fleeing behemoth with a blinding stroke of lightning. The giant staggered, but to its credit, the stubborn thing would not fall down, and it kept on running.

Aydrian hit it again with a lightning bolt, and then a third time. Then the giant staggered forward, stumbling to its knees, to smash face first into a tree, nearly uprooting it.

Aydrian waited a moment longer, to make sure that the brute was indeed dead, then glanced back at the now-crying woman, who was still holding her mortally wounded friend, and at the man with the torn shoulder, trying futilely to stand.

Keeping one wary eye their way, the young ranger retrieved the gemstones that had fallen from his pouch, then went to gather up his bloody sword. He stayed on his guard, reminding himself that there remained one unaccounted-for highwayman.

By the time Aydrian got back to the main group, the wounded man was standing and glaring at him. He lifted his good arm, as if to throw a punch or make a rude gesture, but Aydrian hardly waited to see which it might be, just reached up and planted his hand on the man’s chest and gave a shove, sending him sprawling to the ground.

“Ere, who are ye now?” the woman, caught somewhere between grief and pain and outrage, demanded.

Aydrian walked to the first man he had struck. The man was sitting against a tree and even as he neared, Aydrian knew that he was dead. The lodestone had driven hard into the metal medallion, taking it right into the man’s throat, then had apparently been deflected as it tore through the metal, for the back of the man’s head had been blown right off, soaking the tree with blood and gore.

Aydrian tried to remain methodical, gently pushing the man over to the side so that he might retrieve his gemstone. But as he dug at the tree, for the lodestone was deeply embedded in the trunk, the weight of his actions fell upon him.

He had killed. Had killed men, his own kind. Two for certain, and likely a third, he realized, when he considered the concussion and debris from the boulder blast, right above the bandit’s head. And likely he had killed a woman as well, judging from the sobs of the other woman. A thousand different emotions washed over Aydrian then, from guilt to remorse to a feeling of utter helplessness. He suddenly felt—though he quickly tried to dismiss the notion—that he had somehow just knocked himself off of his pedestal of purity.

The young ranger took a deep breath and scolded himself for his momentary weakness. All men died, he reminded himself, and this group had brought their fate upon themselves.

With a growl, Aydrian cut harder into the tree and extricated the lodestone. He pulled away from the gory scene and stormed back to the woman and the wounded man.

“Get up,” he demanded.

“Ye killed her!” the woman wailed.

“Get up, or you will soon join her,” Aydrian promised grimly, and he reached over and grabbed her roughly by the shoulder and yanked her to her feet. “You, too,” he instructed the man.

“What are ye to do with us?” the woman asked.

“You are both going to Roadapple,” Aydrian explained. “I will lead you there and leave you to walk in on your own, surrendering to the people. You will admit your guilt with this group of highwaymen, though whatever role you choose to portray for your part in the band is of no concern to me. Perhaps they will kill you; perhaps they will show mercy. Again, I care not which.”

“Generous,” the man grumbled, but Aydrian shut him up with a glare that promised a sudden and brutal death.

“All that I demand of you is that you guide the folk of Roadapple back to this place and that you tell them who it was that rescued their town from the work of your murdering band.”

“And who might ye be?” the woman asked.

“Tell them that it was Nighthawk, the ranger of Festertool.”

The woman started to snort derisively, but Aydrian was in her face with such suddenness that her breath caught in her throat. “You will do as I instructed, or you will die,” he promised, and he pushed her along in the direction of the town.

“And where is your missing companion?” Aydrian asked.

“Ye got us all,” the wounded man remarked, and Aydrian gave him a sudden kick that sent him sprawling into the dirt and howling in agony as his torn shoulder scraped along.

“Where is your missing companion?” Aydrian asked again.

The woman looked at him hard. “Scouting,” she said. “Could be anywhere.”

Aydrian gave a little smile. Anywhere, indeed, and likely back along the way he had come, for someone had tipped off the band to his approach.

With his two prisoners in tow, he veered from his course, retracing the steps that had brought him to the bandits. Sure enough, he soon spotted the missing member of the band, squatting in a tree, obviously intending to ambush Aydrian as he passed underneath.

So the young ranger kept his course straight and seemingly predictable, walked right under the tree, pushing the woman ahead of him and tugging the wounded man along at his side.

The thug leaped down, but Aydrian was already moving, stepping back and pulling the wounded man into his dropping companion’s path. The two crashed down in a tumble, and Aydrian ran right past them, shoving the woman hard into a forward sprawl. The ranger ran right to the tree trunk, then right up the tree trunk, with three quick steps, leaping into a back somersault, then snapping his body out flat as he came around, double-kicking, catching the would-be ambusher in the face and chest and launching him back to the ground.

Three bandits walked into Roadapple soon after, telling a tale of Nighthawk, the ranger of Festertool.

And the people of the quiet village were surely impressed, Aydrian saw from the concealment of a faraway tree, when they found the dead highwaymen and the blackened and battered body of a giant!

The young ranger smiled, despite certain nagging feelings that kept bubbling up into his consciousness. He was on the road to immortality, he knew.


Chapter 15
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Eye Batting

JILSEPONIE SETTLED IN TO LIFE AT DANUBE’S COURT QUICKLY, IF A BIT UNCOMFORTABLY. The palace itself was spectacular, with richly detailed tapestries lining every wall and great statues gracing many rooms. Every door was surrounded with bas reliefs, every wall with murals depicting the greatest events of Honce-the-Bear’s long history. Also, to Jilseponie’s delight, the palace held many secret doors and corridors, used for escape in times of crisis or for spying—which she suspected might be a common thing in this place of countless intrigues.

She didn’t get as much time as she would have liked to explore, though, for Danube insisted that she sit beside him each morning while he attended to the duties of State, a process of hearing disputes among Ursal citizens and continual—and always exaggerated—reports from the outlying counties, each trying to outdo the other in the eyes of the King.

This was a time of peace and prosperity, though, and so the majority of her duties occurred at eventide almost daily, when all the nobles gathered for feasting and dancing. For Jilseponie, these supposed celebrations proved the most tedious of all, a peacock show of primp and paint, where ladies tittered and batted their eyelashes at every nobleman, married or not, who crossed their paths. More than a few of those lecherous noblemen veered from their original course to follow the flirtatious women, often to more private areas, and often repeatedly and with different women, throughout the course of the night.

Jilseponie watched all of the pretentious and lewd games with distaste. More than judging the noblemen, though, she pitied them. For she had known love, true love, with Elbryan, and the thought of either of them straying from their pledge of fidelity seemed preposterous to her.

But Jilseponie worked hard to take it all in stride. This was not her world—certainly not!—and she could not pretend to understand the society of Ursal after only a few weeks in the castle. She had come here for good reason, personally and for her desire to do good for the general population, and so she watched the goings-on with a sense of detached amusement.

When she could.

At one such dinner, with Danube surrounded by a bevy of tittering ladies, Jilseponie moved to the side of the room, to the fountain of sweet juice. She dipped her cup and began to sip, watching the party from afar.

“So, you waited for the greater prize?” came a resonant, somewhat gruff voice beside her. She turned to see Duke Targon Bree Kalas, dressed in his regal Allheart finery, his great plumed helmet tucked tightly under one arm. “Clever woman.”

Jilseponie shot him a skeptical glance and tried very hard to keep the disappointment off her face. Kalas had left Ursal on the day of her arrival—on official business, it was said. Jilseponie had hoped that he would stay away for a long, long time. He had made a play for her back in Palmaris years ago, when Elbryan was barely cold in the ground, and she had refused his advances. He had never forgiven her. In truth, Jilseponie knew that even if she and Kalas didn’t share that uncomfortable memory, they would hardly have been friends. She thought the man a puffer; even his walk was a swagger. Perhaps Duke Kalas had reason to feel pride—his list of accomplishments in governing and in battle was extensive—but Jilseponie never had any time for such self-importance, whatever actual achievements might lay behind it. To her, it seemed as if Kalas and so many of the other nobles spent an inordinate amount of time and energy trying to elevate themselves above everyone else. A perfectly human attitude, Jilseponie had to admit, for hadn’t every person alive done so at one time or another? But still, the level of such behavior at Danube’s court amazed her.

“Had I known that you desired the King, I would have acted differently, m’lady,” the Duke remarked, dipping a curt, insincere bow. His tone, too, showed the truth of his emotions: it revealed a deep-seated resentment toward Jilseponie and possibly toward Danube, too.

It wasn’t hard for Jilseponie to see right through this man, for she understood his pride was the source of his every action. He might have acted differently back in Palmaris had he known that King Danube desired Jilseponie, but, Jilseponie believed, he would have merely been more insistent in his advances toward her. For Duke Kalas, bedding a woman was a measure of ego even more than a measure of lust—and certainly no indication of love! He would come to her now, in this public place, feigning friendship, for he certainly did not want to fall out of favor with his friend, Danube. But, in truth, the man remained outraged at her, even after all these years, simply because she had refused his advances—and that, during a time of her grief.

She didn’t quite know how to respond to his last statement. If she gave any indication that things might have been different between them had she not desired Danube—which was preposterous, especially since at the time of Kalas’ proposals, Jilseponie had had no interest in Danube or anyone else!—she would likely be inviting even more covert advances from the Duke. And if she denied the possibility of anything at all ever developing between them, Danube or not, then she would only anger Kalas all the more.

So she said nothing and didn’t change the expression on her face. Kalas rambled on, then, speaking of some obscure business of State, some duties he had performed while traveling through his province of Wester-Honce. He spoke in general terms, and casually, matter-of-factly, but his persistent efforts to portray himself in the most favorable of lights were not lost on Jilseponie. When it came to self-promotion, the man simply could not help himself. Jilseponie listened politely, but her eyes, wandering around the room to watch the movements of so many others, betrayed her true lack of interest to Duke Kalas.

“Enjoy the evening, m’lady,” he said rather stiffly, gave a curt bow, and walked away.

Jilseponie watched him go, relieved that she was done with him but also wise enough to know that she would have to do better in the future. She didn’t care much for the man, obviously, but her future husband counted him among his best friends. Jilseponie spent a long while reminding herself of that truth and convincing herself that she had to be a generous spirit here. She had not traveled all the way up the Masur Delaval to drive wedges between Danube and his friends.

That was not her place.

So she wanted to believe, with all her heart, but as her gaze meandered around the great ballroom, it inevitably settled upon another of her future husband’s closest advisers and dearest friends. Constance Pemblebury, prettily dressed in a gown that showed off all her best features, sipped her drink and chuckled and charmed a group of men and women.

Constance Pemblebury. The woman who had seemed destined, in the eyes of many at Danube’s court, to become queen, the woman who had bedded Danube many times over the years and who had borne him two children—children Danube had placed in the royal line of succession. And now Jilseponie had come to Ursal, shutting the door on Constance’s greatest ambitions—and perhaps on her heart, as well. Constance had been pleasant enough these last days, always smiling at Jilseponie, but there was something far more sinister beneath that façade, Jilseponie sensed. And indeed, even as she watched Constance now, the woman glanced her way, and, for just a moment, a look of distaste, even hatred, flashed across her painted face.

Jilseponie caught that expression but didn’t think about it, for another idea came over her then; and the only thing surprising to her about it was that it was truly the first time she had considered Constance in this manner. Always before, Jilseponie had wondered and feared how Constance might view her, and had tried to figure out how she might smooth their relationship, for the sake of poor Danube, who could not help but be caught in the middle. But now, suddenly and unexpectedly, Jilseponie did not view Constance as one who had to be mollified, but rather as one who had spent many nights in the embrace, in the bed, of King Danube. More than a few dark thoughts crept into Jilseponie’s mind at that moment. She wondered if she could have Danube send the woman away, to live in another province, another city, somewhere far to the east, perhaps. She thought, just briefly, of coercing her future husband into disavowing his relationship with Constance’s—with his own—children, removing them from the royal line.

As she took a moment to consider her own thoughts, Jilseponie was surprised to find that the unavoidably conjured image of Constance and Danube in a passionate embrace bothered her more than a little. A dark part within her wanted to rush across the room and slap the woman!

Jilseponie turned away and even laughed aloud a bit at her own foolishness. She thought back to her days of running across the land with Elbryan, locked in a life-and-death struggle against the minions of Bestesbulzibar. She thought of Brother Francis, once her avowed enemy but later a man who had repented and found his heart and his God, as he lay dying on the field outside St.-Mere-Abelle. And finally she focused her thoughts on the upraised arm of Avelyn Desbris, on the blood in the palm, the covenant of Avelyn that had saved the world from the brutal and merciless rosy plague. In light of those realities—the passion, the repentance, the miracle—could she be of so little spirit as to allow her petty jealousy to bring darkness into her heart and mind?

Jilseponie looked back at Constance, a sincere smile now showing. But when Constance looked her way and noted the grin, her own expression darkened even more.

Jilseponie sighed and silently scolded herself. Constance thought she was mocking her!

How crazy and unwinnable this game of courtly politics seemed to Jilseponie at that moment. She would have to constantly battle to find her real emotions and her honest spirit, and yet, revealing that sincerity, even briefly, could lead to issues more complicated by far.

She lifted her drink to her lips but paused, realizing that this, too, might be dangerous, for there was a bit of a kick in the juice. It would be dangerous for Jilseponie to become in any way incapacitated by drink in this public place, surrounded by so many people who were far closer to the realm of enemy than to friend. Duke Bretherford’s warnings to her on the trip along the great river echoed in her mind.

Jilseponie sighed again. Not for the first time—and, she knew, not for the last—she questioned her wisdom in coming to this place.

“How do you suffer this?” Roger asked Jilseponie that midsummer morning. Around them, all the palace grounds seemed gay and full of life, with birds chattering and the mighty knights of the Allheart Brigade practicing the precision steps of their To-gai ponies, for they, led by Duke Kalas, would serve as honor guard at the great celebration.

The irony of Duke Kalas leading the celebration of Danube and Jilseponie’s wedding was not lost on Jilseponie.

“Aye, ye look like ye’re suffering greatly,” Dainsey added with a sarcastic laugh.

Roger gave his wife a sidelong glance. “Can all the fineries make up for the unpleasantries?” he asked her.

“They’d be going a long way to me own thinking,” Dainsey replied with a snort, and she lifted a piece of cake and stuffed it into her mouth.

Roger was about to protest again, but Jilseponie’s chuckle stopped him short. Indeed, Jilseponie could understand Dainsey’s sentiments. The woman had grown up dirt-poor in the bowels of Palmaris, had gone to work at a very young age and for very long hours, practically begging for tips from patrons at the establishments in which she waited tables, including Fellowship Way, just so that she could put enough food in her to keep her belly from grumbling. To her, the palace grounds in Ursal must have seemed a piece of heaven. Indeed, Jilseponie could hardly imagine a more beautiful paradise than the gardens and fields, with the intricate mazes, the birds, the dozens of fountains, and the rows and rows of brightly colored flowers, each bed humming with a multitude of bees.

But Jilseponie could also understand and wholeheartedly agree with Roger’s complaints. The beauty was shallow, she knew, masking debauchery and hypocrisy beyond anything she had ever before witnessed.

“I am thrilled to be here,” Roger said, almost apologetically, to Jilseponie. “Never would I miss so important a day. But I cannot suffer their demeaning glances! By God!” he cried at one woman, lifting her chin as she walked by to the side. “And pray tell me how many minions of the demon dactyl you slew during the war! And how many lives did you save?”

The woman appeared shocked and she quickly scurried away.

“She was but a child when the forces of Bestesbulzibar threatened our homes in the north,” Abbot Braumin remarked, coming over to join the trio.

“But she thinks little or nothing of me,” Roger argued. “The contempt was obvious upon her face! They scorn us because we are not of noble blood, but—”

“Calm, Roger,” Jilseponie pleaded.

“Can you deny it?” the volatile man asked, his thin, angular features bunching together in anger.

“I do not,” Jilseponie admitted. “But I care little, and neither should you.”

Roger just snorted and shook his head. “Will they show such disdain for you when you are queen?” he muttered under his breath.

Jilseponie only chuckled again. But in truth it was hard for her to deny Roger’s words, and harder for her to ignore the attitude shown her than she had made it seem to be. She was thrilled, of course, that her friends—these three and Brothers Viscenti; Castinagis, who was now the parson of the Chapel of Avelyn; and Talumus, along with Captain Al’u’met—had journeyed on the Saudi Jacintha all the way to Ursal to attend the wedding. But the darker side of the visit was that it poignantly reminded Jilseponie of how badly she missed these friends and others, like Belster O’Comely, who had not been able to make the journey. There was an emptiness here at Danube’s court that she could not easily ignore, and she doubted that things would get much better as the days, weeks, even years, passed. For Jilseponie believed that everyone here shared her loneliness; only they, the nobility, had never known a different existence, had never known true friendship and likely didn’t understand the concept. So they had little idea of what they were missing. Danube himself was treating her well, and happy was she during those hours when he could free himself from his duties to be with her.

“They will treat you better when they learn that you are the Baron of Palmaris,” Jilseponie remarked, for Roger kept on grumbling.

“Aye, and all the ladies’ll be shoulderin’ up to him,” Dainsey remarked sourly, and she slugged Roger on the shoulder.

Roger started to protest, then merely laughed helplessly. “I do not doubt either of the claims,” he admitted. “And that makes this place all the more unpleasant in my eyes.”

“It is not so bad,” said Jilseponie.

Abbot Braumin stared at her curiously, and she knew that he had caught onto the truth of her feelings.

“Indeed,” he said, grabbing Roger’s arm as the man was about to say something more. “And all of the trials are far outweighed by the good that Jilseponie might bring to all the world when she wears the crown of queen. Perhaps some of the noble born show disdain. Perhaps they are not the most welcoming of people. But they are no worse company, I would suppose, than were the goblins and powries of Bestesbulzibar’s army, and Jilseponie moved among them to better the world.”

“And better would be the world if she took the same actions against Danube’s courtiers that she took against the goblins and powries!” Roger exclaimed, his tone showing that he was joking here, and he brought a much-needed laugh to them all.

There was an undercurrent to that mirth, though, in Jilseponie’s thoughts and, more important, in her heart. She missed her life in the northland, in Palmaris, and even more so, in Dundalis.

But she knew her duty, and, yes, she could and did love King Danube.

“To the morrow’s great occasion,” said Abbot Braumin, lifting a glass in toast.

“And pray that Roger’s next visit to Ursal will be more to his liking,” Jilseponie added, tapping her glass against Braumin’s.

They all toasted, then sipped their fine wine. Dainsey kept on eating the delicacies, while Roger and Braumin and Jilseponie spoke of good times past and of their dreams for a better future.

Jilseponie could speak of the future with great hope and anticipation, but in truth, she wasn’t looking any further ahead than the morrow’s dawn, when she would walk down the aisle of St. Honce to be wed to King Danube Brock Ursal, when she would become the queen of Honce-the-Bear.

Those thoughts followed her to bed that night, affording her little sleep. Still, despite her exhaustion, in the morning when the attending ladies came with their paints and perfumes and her beautiful white gown, there was no more lovely woman in all the world.

She entered St. Honce and saw King Danube waiting for her before the great altar where stood Master Fio Bou-raiy and Abbot Braumin, who together, to the dismay of Abbot Ohwan, had been chosen to perform the ceremony.

And such a ceremony it was! A spectacle that would enter the tales of bards for centuries to come, the joining of the greatest hero in the world to the King of Honce-the-Bear, the marriage of Church and State, the marriage of secular and spiritual. All those in attendance and all the tens of thousands of Ursal crowding the streets nearby and all the folk of the land took great hope and great cheer that their world had somehow dramatically improved.

Almost all the folk of the land.

Duke Kalas and some of the other noblemen did well to hide their disdain, even disgust, as their beloved King Danube entered into a union with the peasant girl of the northland. What a contrast Jilseponie was from his former wife, Queen Vivian, whose bloodlines were as pure as anyone’s in the kingdom!

And Constance Pemblebury surely viewed the wedding with something far less than hope, with something bordering on dread. How long would it take Jilseponie, she wondered, to wrest all possibilities of power from Merwick and Torrence? That was her greatest fear. Or at least, Constance—protecting a heart that could not bear to imagine Danube in a love embrace with another woman—told herself that her greatest worry was for the inheritance of her children.

The ceremony went smoothly, with Master Bou-raiy offering the blessings of the Church, the most important part of the joining as far as the Abellican Order was concerned, then turning the procedure over to Abbot Braumin for swift conclusion. Braumin rolled through the promises and the vows, the Hopes of Joining litany and the Touching of Flesh and Souls prayers, then paused and looked at the congregation, asking, “Be there any souls here and now who feel that they, in good heart and conscience, must deny the continuance of this joining? Speak now or never!”

How Constance Pemblebury wanted to shout out at the moment! But to her surprise, and delight, she found that someone else did it for her.

“I demand a pause!” came a stern, powerful voice from the back. All heads turned, and Jilseponie clasped Danube’s hand ever more tightly, fearing that he would draw his sword and behead the speaker.

But Danube relaxed a moment later, and so did Jilseponie, when they recognized the intruder. He looked much like Danube, only younger and thinner, and the smile he wore upon his face as he strode confidently down the aisle was genuine.

“My brother!” King Danube cried.

“All hail Prince Midalis!” the sergeant of the Allheart guard cried out.

“I deny the ceremony!” Midalis yelled above the confused and confusing multitude of whispers. He hesitated and smiled all the wider. “Until I am properly standing at the side of my brother, the King.”

And so the joy in St. Honce was even greater that day, for the people to see the brothers Ursal, the King and the Prince, on one of the rare occasions when they stood together. Danube and Midalis were not close, and had never been, with many years between them in age, for in truth, Midalis was much closer to Jilseponie’s age of thirty-five.

The Prince came forward and greeted his brother with a warm handshake, then started to bow to Jilseponie, but she caught him in mid-bow and wrapped him in a hug instead. They had met many years before, in the grove outside Dundalis where lay the bodies of Elbryan and his uncle Mather, and then again at the Barbacan when Midalis had led the folk of Vanguard and a contingent of Alpinadoran barbarians to the arm of Avelyn. Jilseponie had not seen him in those years since, but the bond of trust between them seemed no less.

Gasps from the back brought attention away from the altar, and Jilseponie guessed the source before she even looked that way.

Indeed, there stood Andacanavar, the great ranger of Alpinador, nearly seven feet tall and with more than seventy hard winters behind him. He didn’t stand quite as straight as he had those years before, Jilseponie noted, but was indeed still impressive. She didn’t doubt for a moment that he could break apart any two men in St. Honce. More surprising to her, Bruinhelde, chieftain of Tol Hengor, a major Alpinadoran community just across the border from Vanguard, stood beside Andacanavar. Flanking him was another old friend, Master Dellman of St. Belfour.

Truly Jilseponie, and particularly Abbot Braumin, were thrilled to see Dellman, who had been with them all those years ago when they had battled Father Abbot Markwart for control of the heart of the Abellican Church. But what impressed Jilseponie even more was the presence of the Alpinadorans. For she understood it to be a testimonial to her, the wife of Elbryan, the hero of the north. Bruinhelde was no unimportant leader among the savage people of Alpinador, and for him to travel all these hundreds of miles to attend the marriage of the King of Honce-the-Bear, a land for which Alpinador traditionally held little trust or love, was nothing short of amazing.

“May I stand at your side, brother?” Prince Midalis asked, even as King Danube was about to ask him if he would do just that.

King Danube pulled his brother in for another hug, then moved him into position directly at his side, displacing Duke Kalas one position—and Jilseponie noticed the Duke did not seem too pleased by that!

And so finished the ceremony, with an even greater resonance of joy filling Abbot Braumin’s voice.

King Danube ended the proceedings, moving to the podium next to the altar and calling out in a voice strong and regal and full of excitement and enthusiasm. “Bear witness ye all!” he cried. “For on this midsummer day of God’s Year 840, does Jilseponie Wyndon take the surname of Ursal. Hail to the Queen!”

A thunderous applause ensued, and at that moment, the weight of the occasion hit Jilseponie, nearly overwhelming her.

Danube looked to Midalis as he continued. “Scribe in stone,” he said formally, meaning that this was a Kingly Decree, a point of absolute and unbreakable law, “that the code of bloodlines will be adhered to, despite my undeniable love for this great woman. Thus, in the event of my death, Jilseponie will not become ruling Queen of Honce-the-Bear.”

It was not a shocking statement to any who had been about the court of late, including Jilseponie, for all of these procedural details had been meticulously gone over.

“Prince Midalis, my younger brother, remains second in succession, with Jilseponie to assume the title of Lady Ursal. In the event that my brother’s death precedes my own, or that he dies childless after assuming the throne, the line of succession remains intact, with my accepted son Merwick as Prince Midalis’ immediate successor, his brother, Torrence, in line behind him.”

Jilseponie stared at Constance while the King made these formal proclamations, which, too, were no surprise to either of them. The woman, staring back at the new queen, wore a smug expression indeed!

“But hear ye all and scribe in stone!” Danube said, most powerfully of all. “That should Jilseponie bear a child, then that child, male or female, will enter the line of succession immediately behind me, above even Prince Midalis of Vanguard.” He looked to Midalis as he spoke this, and so did Jilseponie, and the reasonable and decent man nodded and smiled his acceptance. Jilseponie quickly glanced back at Constance and was hardly surprised to see that the woman’s smug expression had soured considerably.

Soon after, the great party on the fields behind Castle Ursal began, with feasting and drinking, a display of the joust by Duke Kalas and the Allhearts—which Duke Kalas won—and parades of entertainers. It went on and on, and was planned for several straight days of revelry.

Of course, soon after night fell, King Danube found Jilseponie and bade her to go off with him to their private quarters to consummate the union.

She was not comfortable as she made her way across the ground, leaving Braumin and Roger and Dellman and the others to their discussions. She had not made love to any man since the death of Elbryan, and only once before her joining with her former husband had she ever come close to intimacy with a man. And that unhappy occasion, the night of her first, quickly annulled, wedding to Connor Bildeborough of Palmaris, had not gone well at all.

But Jilseponie was an older and wiser person now, one who had perspective on the world and on the relative importance of events. She found that she was not so nervous when she and Danube ascended the huge curving stairway to their private quarters in the palace, when he moved even closer to her and kissed her gently on the cheek.

This night was not going to be a sacrifice, Jilseponie knew, and she mumbled a little prayer to Elbryan and took comfort that his spirit, if it was watching the events of this day, would not disapprove.

“How can I know for certain?” Abbot Ohwan asked helplessly against Constance’s insistence, his pronounced lisp only adding to the sense of dread and urgency in his voice.

“Abbot Je’howith learned of my pregnancies long before even I knew,” the woman sharply replied. “He used his soul stone to inspect my womb. Can you not do the same to discern if Jilseponie is barren?”

The man was shaking his head before she even finished. “Abbot Je’howith was very old and very skilled with the gemstones,” he explained. For, indeed, Je’howith, who had been abbot of St. Honce for many, many years until his death at the beginning of the rosy plague, was considered by many in the Order at St. Honce to have been the greatest leader and user of the sacred stones ever to come out of that abbey.

“You fear her,” Constance accused.

Abbot Ohwan didn’t deny the truth of that. “Her powers with the gemstones are legendary, m’lady Pemblebury,” he said. “If I went to her in such an intrusive manner, then she would likely overwhelm me and chase my spirit back to my body. And what repercussions she might then exact—”

Constance’s snort stopped him short.

“Can you not go to her feigning friendship, then?” the woman asked. “Offer your help in examining her, that you two might learn if she can bear Danube’s children?”

“I could do nothing that Jilseponie could not do for herself,” Abbot Ohwan protested. “My offer, I fear, would beget little more than scorn.”

“But you do not know!” Constance yelled at him.

The man stood very quiet, tucking his hands into the sleeves of his voluminous brown robe and lowering his gaze.

“You said that she was barren,” Constance remarked, grasping at any hope.

“So the rumors say,” Ohwan responded.

Constance snorted again and waved the man away. He was more than happy to oblige, leaving her alone in her room with many dark and confusing thoughts. The rumors did say that Jilseponie had been gravely injured in her battle with Markwart on the field outside Palmaris, had lost her baby and her ability to conceive.

But was Constance to wager the future of her own children on a rumor?

She moved across the room to a small cabinet and pulled open the door. Dozens of jars lined the shelves, spices and perfumes. Constance fumbled among them, knocking many to the floor, finally finding the ones containing certain herbs she had used so many times in the distant past. She held the two jars up before her eyes, rubbing the dust from them. Parsentac and holer grubbs, the herbs courtesans took to prevent conception. Could she, perhaps, find some way to slip these into Queen Jilseponie’s food?

The woman frowned. Discerning the appropriate dosage of the herbs could be a trying and painful process, for too much could cause the most excruciating cramps, could even cause death.

That possibility did not seem so unpleasant to Constance Pemblebury at that moment, and her mind began to whirl, scheming and plotting, thinking of favors she could call in to get these herbs into the appropriate places. Yes, it would take some doing, but it could be done.

Strangely, though, Constance felt little relief as she came to believe that she could indeed help ensure Jilseponie’s barrenness.

Other more devastating emotions tugged at her mind and at her heart. She thought again of the wedding, of the look on Danube’s face at the moment he became joined with that woman. She thought again of the look on Danube’s face when he had retrieved Jilseponie from the garden celebration, taking her off to his—to their!—bedroom.

And even now, as she sat here miserably, he was with her, in her arms. Images of passion flashed through Constance’s mind, of Danube and Jilseponie entwined in lovemaking.

She tried futilely to focus on Merwick and Torrence, on the threat to their inheritance, but no matter how many times Constance tried to tell herself that their fate was the most important matter here, she could not dismiss her imagination, could not rid herself of those horrible scenes.

She heard the cracking of the glass jar before she felt the stinging, burning sensation in her right hand.

Constance looked down at that gash in her palm, all the more painful because some of the herbs were inside it. She hardly moved to grasp it, though, or to stop the bleeding, thinking the pain a very minor thing at that time compared to the deeper wound King Danube had given her this day.


Chapter 16
 [image: ]

The Thrilling Shivers of Fear

MARCALO DE’UNNERO WENT THROUGH HIS TYPICAL DAILY DUTIES, CLEANING A deer he had killed as the weretiger the night before, with his usual boredom. He and Sadye had settled in well at Tuber’s Creek, had been welcomed by the community with open arms. And why not? De’Unnero realized, for he and Sadye had brought something with them—different stories of different places—that the folk of this isolated little town were sorely in need of.

Life here was pleasant enough and easy enough, with fertile fields and plentiful game, and no threat from goblins or other monsters.

Well, De’Unnero realized, almost no threat from monsters. For he had brought one with him, inside him; and the beast was there, every day, part of his waking and sleeping hours. He did not try to deny that part of him now, as he had in his days in Micklin’s Village. Rather, Sadye helped him channel the energy of the weretiger, keeping it at bay with soothing words and melodies during any times of tension in the town and luring it out into the forest when it came forth at night, sending the beast out in a productive manner, hunting deer. Because of that Callo Crump had the reputation as the finest huntsman in Tuber’s Creek, though none of the others understood his methods or even how a human might go out in the dark forest night and survive, let alone take down a wary deer.

Yes, Sadye was his savior now, his channel for energies that he could not suppress. The passion, the fire between them amazed De’Unnero, taking him to places that he never imagined even existed in the life he had previously carved out for himself as a member of the Abellican Church. It amused him to think that he had earned the reputation as the most fiery of brothers, the great warrior, the crusader. Next to Sadye, he thought himself boring indeed, for she was full of life and energy, boundless energy and the desire to live on the very edge of complete destruction. Marcalo De’Unnero had never been afraid to take a chance—had thrown himself willingly, eagerly, into battle against the greatest foes, the greatest challenges, that he could find. But Sadye, by comparison, lived with the most dangerous person in all the world. It wasn’t out of any desire to prove herself, as had motivated the younger De’Unnero. Rather, it was merely for the excitement of the situation.

Sadye had come to love him, he believed with confidence. She was, in every way, the wife of Marcalo De’Unnero. But she was more than that. By her own choice, Sadye was the willing and eager companion of the darker creature, of the weretiger. She not only accepted that part of De’Unnero, she found it perfectly thrilling.

De’Unnero paused in his work and glanced back across the yard, to see Sadye sitting quietly in the shade of an oak, plucking the strings of her lute, apparently composing some new song for the town’s weekly celebration, scheduled for that very evening. With her light brown eyes sparkling with innocent joy, she looked so delicate and so calm and so … pretty was the only word De’Unnero could think of to describe Sadye in that scene before him.

And yet, this pretty young woman scared him at least as much as the beast within him. For she was so much like him, a person wearing two faces. The folk of Tuber’s Creek thought her a pleasant and entertaining young lady, a person of respectability.

They had never seen her at lovemaking, had never seen the not-so-innocent fire that lay behind her brown eyes or that wicked little smile that crossed her face whenever she thought of something particularly delicious. They didn’t know how callously she had dismissed her former traveling companions, the men De’Unnero had ripped to shreds at Micklin’s Village. This innocent young lady hadn’t given those murdered men a second thought.

De’Unnero chuckled helplessly as he regarded her. How he loved her, and feared her! She was his warmest thoughts and his deepest fears all rolled together, and she kept him constantly on the very edge of disaster, the very edge of excitement.

He went back to skinning the dead deer, remembering the sweet, warm taste of its blood in his tiger mouth the previous night. Strangely, without even consciously noticing it, that sensation shifted to his memories of tasting Sadye’s delicious lips.

Sadye was in top form for that week’s celebration, bringing the gathering of fifty villagers and another score of folks from outlying reaches to a rousing mood with her songs of the Demon War. She sang of one warrior monk in particular, a master from St.-Mere-Abelle named Marcalo De’Unnero, and her escort scowled at her fiercely when he caught on to her little teasing game.

It was a scowl that De’Unnero could not hold, though. Sadye was playing her challenge with disaster and relishing every moment of it. De’Unnero could feel the heat rising within her as she hinted, ever more convincingly, that the warrior De’Unnero was still about, and might be close by.


“When the folks’ hearts turned to the softer side


And weary of battle, lust sated,

They wanted burned this warrior fine,



For they saw in him all that they hated.




So they tried with all their strength


And all their numbers to see him dead.

But quicker was the master, and to this day,



They’ve no body of De’Unnero to put abed.




So beware, little children, by the fire’s light,

And beware, brave huntsmen, for in the night,


And in the wilds and in your towns,

In fields afar and rolling downs,

There comes a growl, the marking that



Announces the master, the warrior, the lover, the cat.”



She sang it in a lively manner, sometimes with a voice strong and other times in a raspy, threatening whisper. Her eyes darted at every syllable, falling over men and women and the few children in attendance, particularly the children, for Sadye seemed to revel in their wide-eyed stares. Every once in a while she glanced back at her lover, who stood there, staring at her, dumbfounded.

The partying went on long into the night, and Sadye repeated her song several times at the requests of the villagers. She found little time alone with De’Unnero, mostly to whisper lewdly into his ear of plans she had for him for later. And then she’d quickly run away, giggling. Finally, as the last of the villagers filtered out of the common room, De’Unnero was able to confront her about her new song.

“Every day, you increase the danger,” he said, and he hooked his arm around Sadye’s waist and jerked her against him.

“The excitement, you mean,” she countered, her eyes sparkling. Indeed, De’Unnero could feel the heat emanating from her lithe body.

De’Unnero stared hard into those eyes, those intense, scary orbs.

“Take me out into the forest,” Sadye said to him, “now.”

It was an offer he could not refuse.

Much later he sat beside a fire in a small clearing some few hundred yards from the village. All was quiet down there, the people of Tuber’s Creek worn out from their revelry. Not Sadye, though. The partying only seemed to wind up the already intense woman even more. She sat across the way from her lover, unabashedly naked and plucking her lute absently.

And discordantly, De’Unnero realized, as one note twanged. And then another. He was about to ask Sadye what she was doing when she plucked a series of discordant notes in a row.

How they shivered his backbone! De’Unnero realized then that the grating sound was surely magically enhanced, that Sadye was using the gemstones set in her magnificent instrument in the opposite way from harmony.

“What are you doing?” he tried to ask, but a growl erupted from his throat in place of the words.

De’Unnero looked at her curiously. More twanging sounds came rolling out at him, and her smile was genuine, with a twinkle in her eye.

“The beast,” he managed to rasp, and he jerked spasmodically as one of his arm bones broke apart and reshaped. “What?”

Sadye played more insistently, sitting forward now and seeming to enjoy the spectacle. Perhaps she could not put the weretiger away, but, it seemed, she could bring it forth!

And she was enjoying this dark power!

She played more quickly, her hands banging against the strings, sending forth shocking, magically enhanced discord.

And De’Unnero could no longer even try to protest, for he found the tiger rising quickly within him, boiling up and over the rim of his control.

“Go hunt, my lover,” he heard Sadye say, her voice full of excitement.

The weretiger regarded the tender woman for just a moment, then bounded off into the forest, seeking the sweet scent of blood.

The effect on his day-to-day life proved immediate and irreversible. With the defeat and capture of the bandit band, Aydrian was viewed no longer as some wayward child. Now the folk of Festertool and Roadapple spoke of him in hushed tones whenever he ventured near, and called him Nighthawk instead of Aydrian.

He was quite amused.

And even more amused by the reaction of grumpy Rumpar, who walked around town with his thumbs hooked in his vest, telling everyone that it was his sword that had felled the giant. His sword, put to heroic use once again.

Aydrian allowed the man his fantasies, for Rumpar’s pride was serving his purposes. He had wanted to make a name for himself—Nighthawk, the ranger of Festertool—and, it seemed, he had gone a long way already toward making that happen.

Soon there came requests from other towns for the ranger to come and aid with a problem: a rabid wolf or bear, perhaps; or more fears of bandits. On one occasion late in the summer, Aydrian helped a more western community track down and kill a goblin, a pitiful, spindly-limbed thing that seemed afraid of them. That reality did little to diminish the growing legend of Nighthawk.

Aydrian soaked it all in, glad that he was at last on course toward his lifelong goal. He knew that his tenure here was a temporary thing, though, for in the absence of another all-out war—and that seemed unlikely—there was only so much he could accomplish, only so far the legend could spread. Still, the fates had dealt him a fine beginning hand, he knew, a better starting point than he ever could have hoped for. The arrival of that first bandit band, especially considering that it was led by a giant, had elevated him quickly to a status above any of the others in the region. Now all that he had to be wary of was that level’s becoming an endless plateau.

He kept his ears and his eyes wide open, seeking opportunities to push things further. He went to Oracle every night, and found the darker voice waiting for him there, prodding him, pushing him, telling him that it was his destiny to rule.

Another important advancement had occurred during that first bandit encounter, Aydrian knew, and he pondered it often. His sword had found its first blood. Human blood. He had killed, and that was no small thing. Even though he would have been hard-pressed to find a group more deserving of such brutal justice, that act of killing weighed heavily on the young man for a long time. At one point, Aydrian even considered returning the sword to Rumpar’s mantelpiece and living out his life as a farmer or huntsman.

The internal struggle, conscience against pragmatism, endured for weeks, tearing at Aydrian. Again, Oracle helped him sort through it, helped him to understand that this was the way of the hero in an often brutal and violent world. When his emotions finally settled, when he came to accept that he had done well, when he came to understand that battle was an inevitable part of his life’s course and that mortality, for every man and woman, was an inevitable part of being human, he came to look back on that fight with a sincere smile.

That acceptance of his role as the cause, the source, of death would prove to be the most important result of the bandit battle, though neither Aydrian nor any of the folk who now viewed him as a hero had any idea of its significance.

He could see the first signs of winter gathering in the northern sky, and to Marcalo De’Unnero, it was not a welcome sight. Not at all. For winter would mean more hours spent inside, more hours sharing time with the inane folk of this miserable little village. They went about their chores every day wearing stupid smiles, acting as if they were actually accomplishing something.

Chop the wood, burn the wood, chop some more.

Cook the meal, eat the meal, cook some more.

To De’Unnero’s thinking, they should have just built a circular stretch of road and run around it hour after hour, day after day. No, he decided, this existence was even worse than that, because at least running the road would increase stamina, at least there would then be some gain, some movement forward on the path of personal growth and enlightenment.

How many years had he been living this wretched peasant life—no, it couldn’t rightly be called a life but rather this wretched existence?

He was out in the cold, damp rain one morning, repairing a roof with a trio of others. A simple structure, a simple repair, and certainly this roof and all the others would have to be done again and again, until he and the other townsfolk were all dead of old age. And then, of course, their children and other, younger settlers could repair the roofs, and so on and so on, and all wearing the same stupid smile—a grin wrought of inanity, of thinking that there was something grand and wonderful in mere survival and existence.

“I am cursed to be born intelligent,” he muttered, loudly enough for the man working near to him to take note. That villager turned a curious eye De’Unnero’s way, but didn’t respond other than to wear a perfectly oblivious expression.

“Which, of course,” De’Unnero said in the face of that face, “is the perfect answer coming from you.”

With a frustrated growl, De’Unnero threw his hammer across the courtyard, to skid down into the piles of fallen brown leaves with a snakelike hiss.

“Ye’r to lose the hammer!” one of the others, who fancied himself the overseer of the job, cried.

“And if so, then we will make another,” De’Unnero snarled at him. “And when that breaks, we will make another, and feel even more pleased with ourselves.”

“What nonsense are ye talking?” the gruff man asked.

“Those who see truth as such are doomed to …” De’Unnero started to respond, and he sputtered and looked all around, waving his arms. “Are doomed to … are doomed to this!” he yelled, and he leaped off the edge of the low roof and stormed across the dirt courtyard. He thought of going to Sadye then, and of taking her powerfully, without a word.

But even that thought gave him pause. Sadye had been talking lately of having a child, De’Unnero’s child, and she was certainly still young enough to do so. The thought of a child did not put Marcalo De’Unnero off so much—until he looked closely at his surroundings. How could he bring forth his child and Sadye’s—an intelligent one, to be sure—into this?

The Abellican Church envisioned hell as a place of fire and brimstone and evil creatures torturing hapless souls. To De’Unnero, it seemed more and more likely with each passing day that hell was a peasant village on the edge of nowhere.

The tormented former monk walked out of Tuber’s Creek then, into the forest, breaking any branches low enough to reach and thin enough to crack. He even stopped at one small, dead tree and fell into a martial practice routine, similar to the ones he had taught so well at St.-Mere-Abelle. Feet and hands flying, De’Unnero splintered the dead tree apart and dislodged its trunk from the ground.

Even that did not satisfy him, though, and so he kept walking through the forest. He thought to sing, to try to use music to quiet himself as Sadye often did, but even as he started, his senses became overwhelmed by a different kind of tune, the discordant tune that Sadye had played to bring the weretiger out. At first, De’Unnero tried to block those twanging notes, tried to flush them from his thoughts, fearful of what they might cause in his agitated state.

But it was precisely that agitated state that forced him to continue playing the song in his head, that led him to embrace the twanging.

Within minutes, Marcalo De’Unnero was running on four padded paws, leaving his shredded clothing behind. Perhaps if he killed a deer, it would satiate his anger. Perhaps if he found a bear to do battle with, he could play out his rage.

Bad fortune brought a pair of huntsmen in his path, returning to the village, after a successful hunt, a bloody deer strung out on a pole between them.

Ah, the sweet scent of blood!

The weretiger sprang to a low branch, then leaped again mightily, soaring across the expanse to crash down on the huntsmen in a blind fury. In the span of a few heartbeats, a few agonized screams, three carcasses littered the ground.

The weretiger feasted, unaware that the death cries had carried through the forest to those peasants working in Tuber’s Creek.

As soon as she heard the screams—primal, utterly terrified, and agonized—Sadye knew the source, knew that the beast had come forth again. She joined the gathering of the villagers at the end of Tuber’s Creek closest to the screams. Most of the strongest men were out and many of the women, as well. There was quite a bit of confusion and finger-pointing. Sadye used that to her advantage, ordering the others to form up some line of defense back here in town, while she went out to see what she could learn.

Of course, a couple of the younger men argued that course, and so Sadye offered them scouting positions, as well, and pointedly sent them off in the wrong directions.

She sprinted through the trees, her thoughts whirling. Marcalo hadn’t been at the gathering, though she knew that he was working in town this day, and that only confirmed to her what she, in her heart, already knew.

She had a keen ear and was fairly certain of the direction and the distance, but, still, how could she hope to find him in this tangle of forest, an orange cat running along the backdrop of dead, fallen leaves?

She’d need more than a bit of luck, she knew, and so she thanked God profoundly when she came upon the first signs, the tattered clothing of her lover. She scooped the garments up and ran on, bending low and finding a trail; and soon enough, she came upon the grisly scene.

The weretiger turned to face her, growling low and threateningly. She could sense its agitation, had never seen De’Unnero so on the edge of explosion. Suddenly thinking that coming out here might not have been a good idea, Sadye pulled her lute around and began playing a soft and gentle melody.

The weretiger growled again, dropped the human leg it was gnawing, and began to stalk her.

Sadye knew better than to try to run. She played on and began to sing, her voice cracking more than once with sorrow and remorse, for she thought herself doomed.

She sang and she played, and she interjected more than a little begging into her music, pleading with De’Unnero not to kill her. The great cat was barely ten feet away, within easy pouncing distance, and Sadye’s heart skipped a beat and she nearly ran off when she saw the weretiger shifting its rear paws, to get solid footing for a leap.

She held her heart and her hope, and she played and she sang, and her voice nearly cracked again, when she saw the cat suddenly relax.

She changed her song to the one she had often used to send the weretiger off into the forest, but this time, De’Unnero did not run away but just stood there staring at her for a long, long time.

She heard the cracking of bones, then came the low, pained growl as the transformation began.

Marcalo De’Unnero soon lay naked on the ground before her, covered in the blood of the two dead villagers.

“What have you done?” Sadye asked, slinging her lute behind her and running to her lover.

De’Unnero looked from her to the scene of destruction and growled again, this time a human sound, but one of utter frustration. He grabbed at his black hair and pulled, then balled his hands into fists and punched them against his eyes.

Sadye rubbed his shoulders, trying to comfort him, but trying, too, to get some answers. “Why, my love?” she gently asked.

De’Unnero let out a wail, and Sadye caught as much outward anger as self-loathing in its notes.

“How did this happen?” Sadye demanded. “You must tell me!”

No answer.

“How could this happen?”

De’Unnero growled at her. “How could it not?” he asked angrily, spitting every word with frustration. “For a decade and more I have lived among the small villages, trying to survive among … them!” he said contemptuously, waving his arm in the general direction of the distant village.

Voices in the forest cut the conversation short. “Run off!” Sadye whispered harshly into his ear. “Be long gone from this place that you so hate!” There was anger in her tone and pure venom, but De’Unnero, despite any questions he might need answered from her, found himself complying, found himself running naked through the autumn forest.

Sadye watched him go, then rushed to the gory scene and rubbed his tattered clothing with the blood. She fell to a sitting position and began talking to herself, alternating her voice so that it seemed as if she was holding both ends of a two-sided conversation.

Two of the scouts crashed onto the scene a moment later, crying out as they came to recognize their fallen friends.

“And my Callo!” Sadye wailed, holding up the shredded clothing. “Oh, but the beast took him!” The irony that there was more than a little truth in that last statement was not lost on the witty woman, but she kept her amusement private.

The hunters brandished their weapons and proclaimed that they would go and kill the beast straightaway, but Sadye stopped them short. “A great cat, it was,” she wailed. “Bigger than three men! My Callo’s already long dead, to be sure, and he’d not have others running foolishly to their deaths in pursuit! Back to town we must all go, to set our defenses.”

She was amused again, this time by how quickly the brave men agreed.

“Bah, but we could’ve used the likes o’yerself,” the man said to Nighthawk as they sat with all the folk of Festertool in Rumpar’s common room one evening, the stranger showing off his ghastly scars like medals of honor. “Though I doubt that even a giantslayer would’ve had much of a chance against the beast!”

Aydrian didn’t respond, just narrowed his gaze and listened to every word the man, Mickael by name, spoke.

“What remains of Micklin’s Village?” he did ask sometime later, after Mickael had recounted the tale yet again.

“There’s a few living there,” Mickael answered.

“How long would it take me to get there?”

“Three weeks o’ hard walkin’,” Mickael answered doubtfully, his tone sounding to Aydrian much like that of someone who didn’t want his lies uncovered. “Why’d ye be going? Ye’re not to find a hot trail.”

“But I will find some trail,” Aydrian replied. “Some place to start. If there is such a beast as you describe—”

“Are ye doubting me wounds, then?” Mickael protested loudly.

Aydrian stared at the man’s bare leg, the outside of it nothing more than four deep scars. “Then I must go to Micklin’s Village at once,” he said, “to learn the nature of this beast. To find its trail and destroy it.”

“Ye’ll be dead in the forest,” Mickael said with a laugh, turning back to the others at his table and lifting his glass in a toast, chuckling as he did.

Aydrian grabbed the man’s shoulder and abruptly turned him. “Draw me a map to the village,” he said evenly, his voice grim enough to take the blood from Mickael’s face. “And tell me again every detail of the night, every detail of the beast.”

Mickael did just that, and, with a grim nod to the folk of Festertool, Nighthawk left the common room.

“He’s going right out,” Rumpar remarked, and several others nodded and murmured their agreement.

“He’s to be dead soon, then,” Mickael said, “if he’s finding the cat-man.”

His words were met with great derision from the folk of Festertool, the folk who had come to rely upon Nighthawk, who had come to transform this wayward youth into some vision as one of their own. Nighthawk was the ranger of Festertool, by his own words, and the folk of Festertool had come to take great pride in that.

But every one of them sitting in the common room that night was deathly afraid that Mickael might be right, that their young hero might soon be their young, dead hero.

She found De’Unnero two mornings later, sitting on a hillock not so far out of town, a favorite place where she and the former monk had often wandered to make love. She had left Tuber’s Creek behind, telling the villagers that, with her husband dead, there remained nothing there for her and explaining that she was returning to her family in Palmaris. Of course they had argued, and when she had denied those arguments, several had offered to travel with her. And when she had refused that help, they had advised her to wait a few more days, at least. She didn’t want to run into the great murderous cat, after all!

But that was precisely the point; and now she had found him, sitting calmly, wearing the extra set of clothing he had buried in the forest not far from the town, and seemingly completely at ease.

“I did not believe that you would come,” De’Unnero admitted coolly, as if it did not matter—though Sadye, of course, knew the truth, knew that he had been sitting here desperately hoping for her company.

“And would you hunt me down?” she asked teasingly. “Or are you fool enough to believe that you can live without me?”

That last statement, and even more than that, the absolutely cocksure and collected manner in which she had spoken it, brought a burst of laughter from the tormented De’Unnero. He came forward suddenly, powerfully, catching the woman in a great hug and bearing her down to the soft, leaf-covered ground beneath him.

“Are you not afraid?” De’Unnero asked her when they were done, lying in each other’s arms under the blue autumn sky.

“If they find us, you will send them away, I am sure,” Sadye answered flippantly, but De’Unnero clasped her face hard with his powerful hand and forced her to look at him directly.

“Not of them,” he asked, as if the mere notion was preposterous. He clarified, speaking every word slowly and deliberately, “Are you not afraid of me?”

“Perhaps that is the allure, Marcalo De’Unnero,” Sadye purred in reply, her grin genuine.

They were on the open road soon after, bound for … wherever.


Chapter 17
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Hearth and Soul

“IT IS NOT THE WISEST CHOICE,” DUKE KALAS SAID IN MEASURED, CONTROLLED tones, and Jilseponie could easily read beneath the man’s calm façade. The man was screaming inside that the appointment would be foolhardy, that giving the Church any kind of a foothold in Palmaris was akin to ceding the entire northland of Wester-Honce to the hated—by Duke Kalas, at least—Abellicans.

“The precedent for the situation was a smashing success, by every measure,” King Danube calmly replied, and Jilseponie at his side did well to keep her satisfied smile hidden. She had spent the better part of a week preparing Danube for this decision: to allow Abbot Braumin Herde to succeed her as bishop of Palmaris. Danube had at first resisted, and strongly, despite his feelings of goodwill toward the man who, it was well known, had played more than a minor role in securing Jilseponie as Danube’s queen. But Danube had understood the implications within his jealous and guarded court. Duke Kalas, in particular, had never been quiet about his hatred for the Abellican Church.

“By your pardon, my King, but the precedent was an appointment of State, not the Church, though Queen Jilseponie’s allegiance to the Church is well known,” Duke Kalas said. Now Jilseponie did smile and wanted to cheer the man for his self-control in uttering such hated words without the slightest hint of derision or disdain. Not an easy feat for the volatile man, she well knew!

“And so it is only fitting that we respond in kind by allowing this second Bishop to come from the Abellican Order,” King Danube reasoned. Duke Kalas flinched, and it seemed to Jilseponie—and she found that she was enjoying the spectacle all too much—that the man was about to explode. “Abbot Braumin is a good man, by all accounts,” the King added. “And I assure you that I have that from the very best of sources.” He glanced over at Jilseponie as he finished, then took her hand and squeezed it.

Even brash Duke Kalas could not overtly go against that statement, Jilseponie realized, though she saw the little daggers hiding behind the man’s outwardly conciliatory expression.

“Take heart, Duke Kalas, that Bishop Braumin will rule Palmaris in the best interest of Church and State,” the Queen said confidently. “For he will rule Palmaris in the best interest of the folk of Palmaris.”

“A Baron rules in the best interest of the King,” Kalas interrupted, correcting her.

“I know that you have little faith in the Church,” Jilseponie went on, ignoring the remark and unwilling to enter a debate. She—and not Kalas and not the majority of the King’s court—truly believed that the best interests of the common folk were, in fact, the best interests of the King. “And I do not necessarily disagree with your assessments of that which occurred before. But I tell you now that this Abellican Church is not the Abellican Church of decades past but is an order more dedicated to the welfare of the citizenry—King Danube’s flock.”

Duke Kalas eyed her throughout her little speech with all the outward politeness necessary, but again Jilseponie had little trouble in seeing the murderous anger behind his dark eyes.

Secure that her husband would not waver in this, now that he had at last come to agree to the appointment, Jilseponie found that she enjoyed that undercurrent of frustration.

Again, far too much. For it did Jilseponie good to see any defeat of the haughty nobles, with their heartfelt beliefs that they were the only important persons in the kingdom, and that the common folk had to be appeased only to the point where they would not revolt against the Crown.

Duke Kalas was defeated in this matter, and he obviously knew it. He glanced around, as if looking for support, but his customary backer—Constance Pemblebury—the one who would have surely been a voice of dissension against the appointment of Braumin—was nowhere to be found this day, as with most days. Constance had not been visiting King Danube much since the wedding a month before. She had even spoken of traveling to Yorkey County for the milder climate for the coming winter.

Jilseponie hoped the woman would go, but she doubted for a moment that Constance, like Kalas, would let the new Queen so easily out from under her scrutiny.

Jilseponie knew enough to savor this minor victory, for she understood that she would find King Danube a difficult man to persuade. That, too, did not bother her. Indeed, had Danube simply caved in to her request without a week of arguing and debating, Jilseponie would have been disappointed in him. She and her husband would argue often concerning the actions of the Crown, she realized, and better for both if they could thoroughly and honestly discuss each issue before taking any drastic action. In this matter, though, Jilseponie’s confidence had never even slightly wavered. Despite the unease it might cause in Ursal, she knew that the appointment of Abbot Braumin was to the great benefit of Palmaris and all the northland.

Duke Kalas bowed curtly and excused himself, explaining that he would prepare the horses for his and King Danube’s scheduled hunt. It wasn’t difficult for Jilseponie to see, from his every movement, that Duke Kalas did not agree with her assessment of Bishop Braumin Herde.

Somehow, and she knew that it was a wicked thought, Jilseponie found that his attitude made the little victory all the sweeter.

Soon after, King Danube excused himself from the audience room, leaving the afternoon appointments in the capable hands of his wife. It was a light schedule anyway, discussing a few points of minor contention among some of the lesser nobles; addressing one charge by an important silk merchant that an annoying street vendor was driving away customers; and one meeting Jilseponie did not look forward to in the least, but one that by request had to be conducted in private with Master Fio Bou-raiy.

“I sail before dawn,” the master from St.-Mere-Abelle explained when he entered much later, to find a weary Jilseponie leaning heavily against the side of her throne.

“There are some who thrive on such squabbling,” she admitted to the man. “I find that it wearies me and nothing more.”

“Is the business concluded?” Bou-raiy asked.

“Abbot Braumin Herde is appointed this day bishop of Palmaris,” she answered. “The formal declaration will be made at eventide.”

“Yet King Danube is out in the fields with Duke Kalas, by all accounts,” Bou-raiy said doubtfully, for the Duke’s hatred of the Church was well known to all.

“And with his brother, Midalis,” said Jilseponie. “The discussion of the matter has ended, and Kalas knows it. The appointment is secured, as I promised.”

“You are a fine ally,” Bou-raiy said with a grin.

“I am an ally of the people of Honce-the-Bear, first and foremost,” Jilseponie reminded him, and reminding herself that she needed always to keep this one in his place. She had found that she did not hate Bou-raiy, but neither was she a supporter of his somewhat intolerant view of the world. In many ways, Bou-raiy reminded her of Father Abbot Markwart—or of who Markwart might have been had he known in advance the disaster wrought by his own errors. While Markwart might then have avoided some of those errors, would his heart have been any purer? Truly?

“And, as the Abellican Order shares that hope, you are thus an ally to the Church,” said Bou-raiy.

Jilseponie nodded, too weary to delve into that loaded supposition at that time.

“And so I beg of you one more favor or, rather, call it an exchange of favors between two who fight on the same side,” Fio Bou-raiy said with a sly smile that put Jilseponie on her guard.

“You bring surprises with you this day, Master Bou-raiy. If we were to discuss further business between us, then should you not have brought Bishop Braumin with you, as well as Abbot Ohwan?”

“They are well aware of my intentions, and supportive in every way,” the master answered, seeming very much at ease—and that only made Queen Jilseponie even less at ease.

“I have a proposition for you,” Bou-raiy explained, “an exchange of favors to the benefit of both. For my part, I will give to you and to Bishop Braumin that which you most desire: my support concerning Avelyn Desbris. Hold no doubt that I can speed the process, perhaps completing Avelyn’s formal beatification and canonization by the end of next year.”

Jilseponie narrowed her gaze suspiciously. She knew that Bou-raiy would go along with the process, if for no other reason than to continue to hold favor with so many of the younger, influential masters of the Abellican Church. His open agreement so early in the process was not so much of a surprise, then, but what worried her was that Bou-raiy was trying to heighten the significance of his going along with the inevitable flow.

“You offer to do that which is correct in the eyes of nearly everyone who remembers the time of the plague,” she responded, trying to keep her tone from revealing her suspicions, even annoyance. “None who survived the plague due to their pilgrimage to the Barbacan, nor any who saw a loved one miraculously healed by the covenant doubt Avelyn’s ascension to sainthood.”

“But the process has revealed some disturbing aspects of young Avelyn’s behavior,” Bou-raiy candidly answered. “There is the matter of his flight from St.-Mere-Abelle.”

“His escape, you mean, from unlawful execution,” Jilseponie was quick to respond.

Fio Bou-raiy nodded, his expression showing that, while not conceding the point, he obviously didn’t want to debate it at length at that time. During Avelyn’s escape from the abbey, a prominent master, Siherton, had been killed, and even Avelyn’s most ardent supporters could not deny that Avelyn was, in part at least, responsible for that death.

“There is the matter of his excessive drinking, which you yourself testified to,” said Bou-raiy. “There is even the question of Avelyn’s—how may I put this delicately?—reputed intimacy, outside the guidelines of the Church, with …”

“With me,” Jilseponie finished for him evenly, her expression reflecting the sourness that then washed over her heart. “Yes, Master Bou-raiy, we were intimate,” she admitted, and the sharp-featured man lifted an eyebrow. “But not in any sexual manner. We were intimate in our joining through the soul stone, at healing, and when Avelyn instructed me in the use of the sacred gemstones.”

“And that, too—” Bou-raiy began to protest.

“Was necessary and for the good of the world,” Jilseponie flatly finished for him. “If you came here intending to formulate some beneficial partnership, then you choose a winding road in getting there,” she went on, a hint of her anger slipping through. “If you choose to make of me an enemy, then you are a fool indeed.”

Her blunt words set Bou-raiy back on his heels. He brought his hand up before him, fingertips touching his lips in a pensive pose, and he took a deep breath, as if trying to retract the last few moments of the wayward conversation.

“I merely try to show that the process remains a difficult one,” he said apologetically—an unusual tone from Master Fio Bou-raiy. “And that my support could smooth—”

“And it is support that your own heart should demand of you, if you are as genuine as you claim.”

The man chuckled helplessly at Jilseponie’s blunt remark. “And I shall, and I shall go beyond simple compliance and become an active advocate for Saint Avelyn,” Bou-raiy went on. “Because that is, of course, the correct path to take. But I ask of you that you, too, walk that correct path. I have come not to ask of you, but to offer to you, and to ask only that you consider that which is best for the world before you make your decision.”

Jilseponie bit back her obvious negative responses and let the surprising man continue.

“I wish to offer you an appointment to complement your current position,” Bou-raiy explained. “And I tell you honestly that Bishop Braumin agrees with my proposal with all his heart. I, and he, believe that you might better serve the kingdom, the Church, and the people if you take a complementary title to that which comes with that crown you now wear upon your head. Thus, we ask that you consider an appointment as sovereign sister of St. Honce, a position akin to my own as master and one that will require few formal duties on your part but which will send notice to the people that the Church and the State are not at odds.”

And one that will infuriate my husband’s closest friends, Jilseponie thought. She could only imagine the look upon the face of Duke Kalas should she accept the position of sovereign sister of St. Honce!

Jilseponie’s thinking quickly shifted, though, going more to the notion of the man delivering the surprising proposition than any possible reactions should she accept. Why in the world would Fio Bou-raiy come to her with such an offer? What gain might he find in it, for surely he would not be delivering this proposition if there was nothing in it specifically to his benefit?

“You would find few duties, and none at all that would not be voluntary,” Bou-raiy went on. “You would thus be invited to the undoubtedly soon-to-be-convened College of Abbots, and I am certain that King Danube would be agreeable to that prospect!”

Perhaps, Jilseponie thought, but, in truth, there were too many possibilities flittering about her thoughts for her even to begin to sort them out at that time.

“What says Abbot Ohwan?” the woman asked; and for the first time, Bou-raiy showed a crack in his seemingly limitless optimism. That spoke volumes to Jilseponie, confirming what she already knew—that Ohwan was not fond of her. She had seen the abbot speaking in hushed tones with Constance Pemblebury many times, though she could only guess at the purposes of such private meetings.

“This decision goes far above anything in which Abbot Ohwan might hold a voice,” Bou-raiy remarked. “We do not offer such a position to the Queen of Honce-the-Bear lightly. I have spoken at length with Father Abbot Agronguerre, with Bishop Braumin, and with Masters Machuso and Glendenhook, the senior masters at St.-Mere-Abelle. We do not offer this lightly, Queen Jilseponie. As we find the position of bishop to be of mutual benefit to Church, to State, to the kingdom, so we feel that this second joining of power will benefit all.”

It was something to think about, she realized, something not to be dismissed out of hand.

Fio Bou-raiy left Jilseponie that day with a lot to consider.

“Then it is true?” Lady Dasslerond asked, her tone flat, betraying no emotions, positive or negative, to the monumental news.

Bradwarden considered the lady of Caer’alfar carefully, trying to find some hint of her feelings on the matter. The centaur respected Dasslerond; and he feared her perhaps as much as he feared any creature in all the world, despite the fact that the diminutive elf hardly reached to his withers. For Lady Dasslerond could be a beneficent and valuable friend, but she could also be the most deadly of enemies. It was no secret to the observant Bradwarden that Dasslerond had never been fond of Jilseponie and that the lady had been outraged to learn that Elbryan had taught Jilseponie one of the Touel’alfar’s most guarded and secret treasures: bi’nelle dasada.

And now that same woman, who knew the secret elven sword dance that was the only battle advantage the delicate Touel’alfar held over the larger and stronger humans, was the queen of the foremost human kingdom. Truly the centaur could understand the turmoil that must be roiling inside the lady of Caer’alfar!

“She’s as true of heart as Elbryan,” the centaur answered, “as Mather, as any that ye trained yerself, lady. Ye fear her, and I’m knowin’ why, but I’m tellin’ ye true that ye’re fearin’ wrong, for there’s none better o’ heart in all the world than me Pony.”

“Then it is true,” said Dasslerond. “The woman reigns as queen.”

“She does,” Bradwarden answered, and a cloud passed over Lady Dasslerond’s face.

She was envisioning, the centaur guessed, a procession of Allheart knights, all in splendid armor, but with fine blades instead of heavy ones, descending upon Andur’Blough Inninness. But why? Bradwarden had to wonder. To his understanding, Pony would have no reason at all to hold anything but honest love for the Touel’alfar.

Of course, the centaur could not know of Dasslerond’s dark secret—of Aydrian, the dangerous, wayward son of Jilseponie.

“It truly was received better than I would have expected,” King Danube said with a helpless chuckle, as Duke Kalas stormed out of the room almost immediately after hearing Jilseponie’s recounting of Master Bou-raiy’s proposition.

The Queen could only echo that helpless laugh and shake her head.

“Do you feel inclined to hold such a voice in the Church?” her husband asked her, his tone showing sincere interest in her response.

Jilseponie looked at him with appreciation. He could dismiss this out of hand, if he so chose, could have issued a decree denying any such possibility for Jilseponie or any other member of the royal family to become so formally tied to the Abellican Church.

“I do not wonder why the Church would desire your voice,” Danube went on. “Did we not fight such a battle for the voice of Jilseponie in Palmaris?”

“One that was resolved by sharing,” she reminded him, and King Danube chuckled again.

“Such great changes in the basic fabric of institution!” he exclaimed. “A bishop in Palmaris and now a queen in St. Honce, and formally so!

“But what frightens me, and what I do not understand, is what Master Bou-raiy wants,” he continued honestly. “I believe that I have come to know this man well enough to understand that there must be, in his view, something more to the appointment than the gain of goodwill between Church and State, something that even goes beyond any benefit to the people.”

“You see the truth of him, I fear,” said Jilseponie. She thought that she should go to Braumin about this matter, and intended to do exactly that, but then the truth hit her, as it had her friend when Fio Bou-raiy had laid out this very plan to him those months before.

“He said that I could have a voice at the College of Abbots,” she remarked.

“What College?” Danube asked. “Have they convened another?”

“Not yet, but soon, if the reports of Father Abbot Agronguerre’s failing health are to be believed,” she replied. “Therein lies the truth, I think. For at that College, a replacement will be sought, and Fio Bou-raiy will surely seek the position. With only one true opponent, I believe, and one that he knows does not have the favor of King Danube.”

“Abbot Olin of Entel,” King Danube finished, catching on. “He expects that your voice, by default, will speak in support of him.”

The two sat there quietly for a while, digesting the situation.

“And will my voice speak for Master Fio Bou-raiy at the College of Abbots?” Jilseponie asked at length. “And should it not?”

She and Danube sat again in silence for some time, each wondering if entering such an agreement with the Church might not be a worthwhile endeavor.

Indeed, before Master Fio Bou-raiy, Bishop Braumin, and all the rest from Palmaris, St.-Mere-Abelle, and Vanguard sailed north as summer turned to fall, Jilseponie Wyndon Ursal wore two mantles, that of queen and that of sovereign sister of St. Honce.

Not everyone in Ursal—at the court or in the abbey—was pleased by that.

“Roger Billingsbury,” To’el Dallia said to Lady Dasslerond as the pair watched from the shadows of the trees outside Chasewind Manor in Palmaris the return of Roger and Dainsey. “He is a friend to Jilseponie, most of all.”

Lady Dasslerond nodded at To’el’s poignant words, a clear reminder to her to consider well the bond that these humans might form between each other in their hearts. What else might explain the obvious and egregious lack of discretion on the part of Elbryan—whom Dasslerond had considered among the finest of rangers and, thus, among the very finest of all humans—in teaching Jilseponie bi’nelle dasada?

Lady Dasslerond had already set in place the network of spies that would keep an eye on the new Queen, but she feared that she might need more than eyes where Jilseponie was concerned. In that case, she would have to find a way to use and manipulate the bond between Roger and the woman.

It seemed daunting, but to Dasslerond’s thinking, these were just humans, after all.


Chapter 18
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Those Familiar Blue Eyes

AYDRIAN FOUND MICKLIN’S VILLAGE AS THE FIRST SNOW DESCENDED OVER THE frontier of Wester-Honce, and found, to his dismay, that the place was deserted. No second disaster had emptied the village, he soon discerned, for it seemed to him as if the huntsmen had, in an orderly manner, packed up and walked away.

The snow continued to fall throughout the day and the night. By morning, the young ranger found himself surrounded by more than three feet of the white stuff. He had no food, no companions, and no practical knowledge of the immediate area, but Aydrian, well-trained and in complete harmony with nature, was hardly afraid. He remained in the area for a couple of weeks, seeking any clues about the weretiger and the disaster that had begun the downfall of the village. Finding none, he turned his gaze back to the east.

Knowing full well that a mighty storm might descend upon him, but hardly fearing that prospect, the young ranger started out again, thinking to take a circuitous route back to Festertool.

A week later, he found a small village, no more than a cluster of houses, a place much like the abandoned Micklin’s Village. He was greeted warmly by the three men and one woman who were in the common room, though they had never heard of Festertool, let alone any ranger named Nighthawk.

“What’s bringing the ranger of Festertool out so far, then, in the blows of winter?” the woman asked him.

“Micklin’s Village,” Aydrian explained. When dark clouds crossed the faces of all four in the room, the young ranger’s hopes brightened. He told of his findings and of the tale of Mickael that had led him there in the first place.

“Yeah, I know Mickael,” one of the men answered. “Roll bones with him every market.” His voice dropped to lower, grimmer tones. “Used to, anyhow.”

“A terrible fate, they suffered,” the woman added. “All torn up by the beast!” She shuddered.

“What more might you know of this beast?” Aydrian asked, leaning forward in his chair. “For I am sworn to slay it.”

“Never heard of it before it attacked Micklin’s Village,” the woman answered, and two of the men nodded their agreement.

“Heared of the beast in Palmaris,” the third man said, “many years ago, during the plague. Heared that Queen Jilseponie did battle with it before the gates of St. Precious and that she drove it away with her power.”

“Queen Jilseponie!” another man said, lifting his mug in a toast.

“Aye, but that was a decade and more ago,” the woman replied. “Are ye thinkin’ it’s the same beast that sacked Micklin’s? Or the same that took three in Tuber’s Creek?”

“Tuber’s Creek?” Aydrian asked, but the others were too immersed in their own conversation even to notice.

“Aye, and the same that killed Baron Bildeborough of Palmaris,” the third man was quick to respond. “Bishop Marcalo De’Unnero’s the name they gave to the thing. A most wicked one was he! The same beast who killed Nightbird.”

The other three villagers groaned and nodded solemnly, but Aydrian could hardly draw breath, let alone make any sound. Had this all been somehow predestined? he had to ask himself. Was fate playing a cruel trick or a kind one, allowing him the opportunity to avenge the death of his father?

Aydrian listened intently as the four chatted, speaking of Nightbird, his father, and of De’Unnero, the weretiger, speculating as to whether that creature and this one might be one and the same; and arguing whether it was really De’Unnero, or Father Abbot Markwart, who had truly killed the great ranger.

When their discussion finally began to settle, Aydrian managed to find his voice and ask again, “Tuber’s Creek?”

And so began the next leg of Aydrian’s hunt, a journey to the south and east, to a small village on the banks of Tuber’s Creek. He arrived a few days later, to find the place solemn and as gray of mood as was the winter sky.

The young ranger, declaring that he had come in pursuit of the beast, had no trouble in finding folk willing to talk of their loss. Theirs was a story that should have torn at Aydrian’s heart, a tale of three men lost, one dragged off with no more left of him than his ragged and bloody clothing. But in truth the young ranger, as he listened to the story, was considering only his own potential gain or ultimate loss along this road he had chosen to walk.

“Oh, and the poor girl Sadye,” one old woman crooned. “She was first to find the clothing of her dead man. Broke her, I say.”

“First to find?” Aydrian noted. “Where might I find this Sadye, to hear her tale?”

“Palmaris, I’m thinking,” one of the men remarked. “Said she’d be goin’ home, and so she did. And I’m missin’ her singing, I am.”

“More than singing,” insisted the superstitious old woman, and she made the sign of the evergreen, the Abellican symbol of life, as she spoke. “A prophet she was, by me own eyes and ears!”

“How so?” Aydrian asked.

“Singin’ o’ just such a beast,” the old woman remarked.

“Sadye is a bard,” one of the men explained. “And she came to town recounting the tales of Micklin’s Village, a new song and one of her own making. Alas that the same unlikely fate should befall her own husband!”

“She had come from Micklin’s Village?” Aydrian asked, more than a little intrigued. And the beast followed her here, he privately reasoned.

“Aye, she said she’d gone through that doomed place,” the man answered. “And now she’s out for Palmaris, and God be with her that she make it home.”

A few of the others murmured their prayers for poor Sadye, but Aydrian’s thinking was drifting along different lines than sympathy. “Pray tell me,” he bade them all, “of the other songs of Sadye the bard.”

A few curious stares came back at him, but he held his expression calm, not letting on about any of his growing suspicions—not really suspicions but, rather, a growing hunch.

The townsfolk sang to him, then, many of Sadye’s songs. Old songs and new ones, lyrics that had been around for hundreds of years and her original pieces. One of the latter, in particular, caught Aydrian’s attention.

The Lyrical of Marcalo De’Unnero.

It was all fitting together just a bit too neatly.

The folk offered him a house for as long as he wanted it, the same house where Sadye and her man, Callo, had lived during their short stay in Tuber’s Creek. As anxious as he was to be out on the hunt, Aydrian wisely accepted their offer, and he remained in the village for more than a month. By day, he helped out wherever he could, hunting and with the chores, but he made certain that he was back in his house, alone, each night, and there, in a curtained-off area, the young ranger went to Oracle.

And learned—of Palmaris and Marcalo De’Unnero. Nothing specific came to him, just general feelings, but the greatest lesson for Aydrian those nights at Oracle was the certainty at last that the shadowy figures he could bring into the cloudy background of the mirror realm were really two distinct entities. Or one with battling emotions, he believed, for the feelings he got concerning the man he now suspected to be the weretiger were very different indeed on different days. From one figure, he felt nothing but hatred for the man, from the other, something more akin to respect.

Still, he could glean little more than that, so after a few days at his Oracle-induced contemplation, Aydrian turned his thoughts more to the present, trying to piece together clearly all that he had heard of the beast, all that he had heard of Micklin’s Village and of the tragedy at Tuber’s Creek. Had the two tragedies been the work of the same creature?

Aydrian believed the answer to be a resounding yes, for how many such beasts could exist? If Mickael was to be believed, Bertram Dale—or whoever this Bertram Dale might be—was the monster.

But if that Bertram Dale was the same man as Callo Crump, as Aydrian believed, then where had the grieving Sadye come from?

The question did not prevent Aydrian from thinking that Bertram and Callo were one and the same. He heard about the torn and bloody clothing of Callo Crump. But if the creature had ripped Callo’s clothing so viciously, Aydrian would have expected there to have been pieces of Callo found also. Still, the villagers were convinced of Sadye’s sincerity and were fretfully worried about her having headed out on the dangerous road alone.

Every night, Aydrian finished Oracle by rubbing his hands over his face. He had a nagging feeling about all this. He believed that the beast that had torn up Micklin’s Village—a weretiger, surely, and no natural cat—and the one that had slaughtered the hunters from Tuber’s Creek were one and the same; and, furthermore, that the beast could be traced back: to Palmaris and this strange monk named Marcalo De’Unnero.

Or perhaps it was Aydrian’s hope more than his belief. For if his suspicions proved correct, how fast his legend would grow when he brought the head of the weretiger in as a trophy! Furthermore, if his suspicions concerning the origins of the beast were correct, if it was indeed the monk from Palmaris all those years ago, then it was common belief that the weretiger was somehow gemstone inspired or created.

Whenever he thought that, Aydrian dropped a hand into his pouch of gemstones and ran his fingers across their smooth surfaces. With the training Dasslerond had given him, his own inner powers, and the training he was receiving from the ghost in the mirror at Oracle, Aydrian was confident that he could win any battle involving the use of gemstone magic.

Any battle.

“It is the life of the Pryani Gypsy!” Sadye proclaimed one cold winter morning, her exuberance mocking Marcalo’s typically dour mood. “We travel the world, seeing what we may.”

“Until the tiger comes forth,” Marcalo reminded.

“As with the gypsies,” Sadye said with a laugh. “When their thefts become known, they pack their wagons and flee.” As she finished, she waved her arm out toward the wagon at the side of their small encampment, box shaped and covered, a portable house. The pair had acquired it a month before, finding it abandoned in one of the many towns through which they had ventured since they’d left Tuber’s Creek. It was as much their home now as any of those towns, for they did not dare remain in any one place for any length of time. They had changed their appearance again—Sadye had cut her brown hair shorter and Marcalo had shaved his head and was now sporting a thin mustache—but they knew that Marcalo might be recognized by any of the survivors of Micklin’s Village, who were rumored to be wandering the lands, and that either of them would be known to any of the folk of Tuber’s Creek. If they encountered any of their former neighbors, they would have a hard time explaining away the existence of Marcalo, supposedly slain by the beast.

And so they wandered, through the weeks and through the towns, whenever the paths were clear enough for the wagon. If the snows trapped them, the weretiger went hunting at night, easily bringing home some food. That beast was out regularly now, at least once or twice a week; and often it was Sadye, playing the discordant notes on her lute, who brought it forth. On several occasions, when Marcalo had assumed the tiger form, Sadye had not driven him off but had sat there with him hour after hour, all through the night, her small lute the only barrier between her very life and this menacing beast.

Now she feared the weretiger not at all, and neither did Marcalo believe that he would ever kill or even harm her.

It wasn’t a happy situation for the former monk, though he loved Sadye and their time together. But Marcalo De’Unnero found release for his inner passions, both in making love to Sadye and in allowing the weretiger to come forth. Still, his frustrations about the last ten years could not be dismissed, and while Sadye might be showing him a more exciting journey, it was still a journey without a destination.

Perhaps most exciting of all to De’Unnero were the times he ran in the forest as the weretiger, issuing his great rumbling growl with full knowledge that it would carry across the miles to nearby villages. He could imagine the trembling of the townsfolk at hearing that mighty call. Perhaps some would come out to hunt him—those kills Marcalo De’Unnero could justify.

On one such night, a warm evening in the late spring of God’s Year 841, the weretiger’s growl carried on gentle winds to the folk of a small village, including one young visitor to the town.

Aydrian sat bolt upright at the sound, his heart pounding, his eyes wide. It took him some time to muster the nerve to collect his clothing, his gemstones, and his sword and to walk out of the barn the townsfolk had generously offered him for his temporary home.

Many of the folk were outside, gathered around the central courtyard within the cluster of houses.

“That yer cat?” one man asked as Aydrian approached.

Another roar split the night, and Aydrian watched children clutching their parents tightly in fear. That image stunned and, in a strange and profound manner, wounded him, but he told himself that such displays prevented the true growth of the warrior. Had he spent his childhood clutching his mother, or even Lady Dasslerond, he would never have been able to find the courage now to go out into that dark and forbidding forest.

“Ye’ll find the tracks in the morning,” another man remarked.

“I will be skinning the cat before morning,” Aydrian the Nighthawk replied, and he drew out his sword, his other hand comfortably, and comfortingly, resting in his pouch of powerful gemstones. He walked off into the darkness, using every skill the elves had taught him to orient himself to his surroundings and to keep his head clear, his fighting muscles on the edge of readiness.

He found the weretiger, or the weretiger found him, on the road far outside the tiny village. The great cat came out onto the path swiftly, in a sudden charge, but as soon as Aydrian fell into a proper defensive posture and faced it head-on, it veered aside, circling him.

Aydrian knew then that, as he had suspected, this was no ordinary animal. There was an intelligence behind the cat’s eyes, malevolent and certainly human. How clearly the young ranger saw that! And only after a few minutes, turning slowly to keep facing the circling tiger, did Aydrian realize that he was holding the hematite, and that, likely, he had unknowingly projected his thoughts through the gemstone to heighten his understanding of the nature of this beast.

But before he could think that notion—and any possibilities it presented—through, the tiger leaped at him.

He dove sidelong and slashed back with his sword, scoring a hit, though just a minor slap against the orange-and-black-striped flank. In return, he got raked across his forearm by a kicking rear claw.

The young ranger rolled back to his feet, quickly inspecting his wound and taking comfort that it was superficial. The mere fact that he had even been hit after so perfectly executing the dive concerned him.

Aydrian set himself more determinedly, recognizing that this foe was not to be taken lightly.

The tiger landed and trotted off a few strides, then swung back and stalked straight toward Aydrian. Aydrian took a deep breath and slid one foot out to the side, but the tiger saw the movement and altered its course slightly. Still it came on confidently.

Aydrian pulled out a different gemstone, keeping it concealed within his clenched fist. He started falling into the magic just as the tiger sprang, coming forward with such brutal suddenness that it nearly got through Aydrian’s defenses without getting hit. But Aydrian did score a solid stab, though the tiger hardly slowed, forepaws batting hard at the young ranger, slashing his shoulders. He tried to skitter straight back, but the powerful beast was too fast, overpowering him, bearing him to the ground.

A sharp crackle of lightning even as the claws started to find a hold at the sides of his head, even as the fanged maw managed to slip past the batting sword arm, saved Aydrian’s life. The force of the jolt lifted the tiger into the air and sent it skidding down in the dirt at the side of the trail.

Aydrian rolled back to his feet, running the other way, trying to put some ground between him and the terrible beast. He realized as he glanced back that his lightning stroke hadn’t really hurt the creature. He knew then that he was in serious trouble, that this monster was simply too fast and too strong for him. He launched a second lightning bolt, but the tiger leaped away, landing fully twenty feet to the side and issuing such a roar that Aydrian’s ears ached.

He fell away from that sound, away from all distraction, and went back to his first stone, the hematite, diving into the swirling magic, sending forth waves of mental energy.

The tiger, starting its stalk, stopped dead in its tracks as the mental assault rolled in.

Aydrian sensed the magic of the weretiger, gemstone magic, not unlike his own! He felt the tremendous willpower of the beast, and his respect for it increased; but he trusted in his own inner strength and did not believe himself at any disadvantage.

He felt the wall of resistance, and he pushed with all his magical strength against that wall, trying to drive through the primal instincts of the beast and into the more rational side of this creature. For many minutes the two squared off in that spiritual realm, like a pair of elk, antlers locked, hooves dug in; and while the two were nowhere near each other physically, their combat was no less intense.

Aydrian did not tire, could not tire. With resolve born of a lifetime of disciplined training, born of a bloodline of strength of both parents, and born of something stronger still, the young ranger drove at the beast, hit it with bursts of confusing, scrambling mental energy, tried to will it back into the consciousness of its human host.

He might as well have been trying to put smoke back into a bottle; for that defiant wall altered, offering him holes through which his willpower could pass, but with nothing tangible in the emptiness behind those holes, with no gains to be found.

The young ranger grew afraid, and that took some of his concentration. He opened his eyes to see the tiger stalking back in, and his first instinct had him lifting his sword to a defensive posture once more.

Aydrian resisted that losing strategy. He went back into the hematite with all his strength, hit the weretiger hard with a burst of mental energy, forcing a second standoff. This time, Aydrian sought to receive, trying to gain some insight, some hint. He sensed something plausible, something that offered hope: remorse?

Now the ranger changed his tack. Instead of trying to push through the beast, he went around it, sending a wave of compassion and sympathy, not for the tiger, but for the man behind it. He coaxed and he prodded; he bade that tiny spark of humanity to join him against their common enemy, this wild primal beast.

Marcalo De’Unnero did not understand what call had awakened his human consciousness. He only knew that he was aware—was fully aware—of all that was happening around him, though he was surely physically engulfed by the weretiger, in the throes of its primal, feral urges.

But he felt this call within him, this assurance that if he joined the voice he—they—could control the weretiger. Despite De’Unnero’s understanding that he was then engaged in mortal combat, it was a temptation that he could not resist, and so he listened to the soothing voice, embraced it.

He felt the first shudders of pain as the bones began to crack and change, his senses shifting from those of a cat to those of a man.

He kept his wits about him enough to leap back, to stay clear of his opponent’s dangerous blade during this most vulnerable time.

And then it was finished, and Marcalo De’Unnero stood beside a tree, staring back across the way at this strange, and strangely familiar-looking young man. From the cocky smile the young man wore, De’Unnero had no doubt that this one had been the escort through his transformation, that this surprising youngster, who did not look like any Abellican monk—and indeed, seemed too young even to have entered the Order!—held some great power with the sacred gemstones.

“Who are you?” De’Unnero asked, truly intrigued.

Aydrian’s smile was genuine. He had understood and accepted that he was overmatched by the weretiger, that the great cat held too many weapons, and too much sheer bulk and strength for him, particularly as he wielded this unbalanced and hardly adequate sword. And so he had done it, had forced the creature away; and now nothing more than a naked older man stood before him, leaning on a tree as if he needed it for support.

“I had hoped to return to the villagers with the head of a great cat,” Aydrian said coldly, “but your own head will do.” He brandished his sword and advanced.

“Who are you?” De’Unnero asked again, retreating around the tree to buy himself some time.

“I am Tai’maqwilloq,” the young ranger replied, “a name you will remember and mark well for the rest of your miserable life, though that hardly guarantees me longevity of reputation!” He stalked in as he finished, moving around the tree, then cutting back out in front of it, thinking to catch the man in fast retreat.

To his surprise, though, the naked man had merely walked out from the protection and into the open, and stood there staring at him. “Tai’maqwilloq?” De’Unnero echoed, intrigued, obviously, by the foreign ring of the words, the elvish ring of the name. Tai’maqwilloq reminding him keenly of another name, one held by his greatest rival.

Aydrian walked close and extended his sword De’Unnero’s way. “Yield,” he demanded. “If you choose to seek the mercy of the villagers, I will allow it. Else I will kill you, here and now.”

“I do not think that I would seek anything from the pitiful townsfolk,” De’Unnero calmly answered. “Nor, I fear, do I hold any desire to die here.”

“Then you are out of choices,” Aydrian said.

“So kill me, boy,” De’Unnero replied with a bit of a smirk.

Aydrian didn’t pause long enough to consider that smirk, and any possible reasons for the obvious confidence behind it. All of the tales that he had heard, even those indicating some link between this weretiger and a former bishop named De’Unnero, a man other tales named as the killer of Aydrian’s father, spoke highly of the fighting prowess of the human form of this creature.

More than willing to mete out death, Aydrian skittered forward and thrust hard—or started to. But even as his sword started moving forward, a bare foot flew up and slapped against the side of the blade, driving it away.

Aydrian retreated in perfect balance and with tremendous speed, but on came De’Unnero, arms working in smooth circular motions before him. His foot came up fast to kick at Aydrian’s face. When that fell short, he drove out again and again, clipping the young man’s arm and nearly taking his sword from his grasp. Still De’Unnero came on, hands like striking snakes, feet swishing dangerously.

Aydrian brought his blade sweeping in hard, but De’Unnero arched back out of range and leaped up, his left foot going around Aydrian’s right arm, tucking toes against the young man’s elbow, even as his right foot came in like the second blade of a pair of scissors. De’Unnero’s left foot shoved, and his right kicked hard against Aydrian’s forearm, a maneuver that would have shattered the elbow of a lesser opponent. But the young ranger, very well trained, turned his blade and bent his arm. He rolled his shoulder and flipped his sword to his left hand, leading with a vicious backhand as he came around, a deft strike that would have disemboweled any other opponent.

But De’Unnero saw it coming. As he missed with his crunching double-kick, he landed on his left foot and kicked even higher with his right, boosting his up-and-backward momentum as he leaped away. After a somersault, he came up square to the now-charging Aydrian and launched a flurry of sidelong hand slashes that parried and slapped against the flat of Aydrian’s blade and forced him to fast retract his thrust or else risk having his opponent hand-walk right up the blade and right up his arm, getting in too close.

De’Unnero was gone from his sight, then, so fast that the movement hardly registered. Only instinct had Aydrian skipping high as the dropping monk executed a beautiful leg sweep. Aydrian got clipped on one foot but landed securely on the other, turning and bending forward.

There before him sprawled his opponent, vulnerable, helpless even—Aydrian knew that the man was helpless, not from any warrior insight or understanding of the nearly prone man’s position as much as from the sudden burst of music that he heard, a rousing, cheering song that told him without doubt that the time of victory was at hand. He let himself fall into his turn then, using his forward momentum to loose the killing thrust.

To any wayward observer, Marcalo De’Unnero surely looked defeated and helpless, with his left leg bent under him and his right, having executed the less-than-successful trip, straight out wide.

But De’Unnero had spent a lifetime training his body to move in ways that seemed impossible, had earned his reputation as the greatest warrior ever to march through the gates of glorious St.-Mere-Abelle long before the weretiger had inhabited his body and soul. That left leg, seemingly so trapped, used the resistance to heighten the speed of its upward kick, catching Aydrian, who was practically diving at the prone monk, in his extended sword arm, pushing him up and away. Every muscle working in harmony and to the limit of its strength, De’Unnero went right up to his shoulder blades, fully extending to lift Aydrian higher.

In came the warrior monk’s right leg, snapping under Aydrian, then flashing back to crash against the side of the surprised young man’s knee. Pushing back with that right leg, kicking out even harder with the left, De’Unnero had Aydrian flying to the side and flipping over backward.

To his credit, the amazing young ranger landed with enough of a roll to absorb some of the breath-stealing crash. He kept rolling right over his head, pushing as he went around to regain his footing.

But there was Marcalo De’Unnero, in close, clasping Aydrian’s sword wrist with his left hand, cupping the right over the back of Aydrian’s hand and bending it hard over the wrist, easily taking away the blade.

Aydrian punched him hard with his free left hand, and the former monk staggered back a step.

But he smiled and threw the sword into the brush at the side.

In he came, and Aydrian charged with a roar, thinking to tackle the man.

He was flying again suddenly, as De’Unnero ducked low to clip him across the thighs. He landed harder this time, but fought back to his feet and turned just in time to see the sole of the leaping De’Unnero’s flying foot, the instant before it crashed into his face, laying him low.

“A pity to kill one so handsome,” came Sadye’s voice from the side. “He fought well.”

“Too well.” De’Unnero was bent over and breathing hard, with more than one bruise and cut for his efforts. “And with a fighting style I have seen before, a style unfamiliar to the King’s soldiers and the Abellican monks.”

He looked up at Sadye and saw that he had piqued her curiosity.

“You aided me in the battle,” De’Unnero remarked. “You sent your music to him to bolster his confidence, to make him err with thoughts of victory.”

“I did not—” the woman started to answer apologetically, but De’Unnero cut her short with an upraised hand.

“I would have expected that I would need no help to easily defeat any man in all the world, whether in tiger form or not,” the former monk continued. “Nor would I have ever expected to need any help against one so young. But his fighting style … the same style that Nightbird used, the same style that Jilseponie used …” He shook his head and gave a little laugh. “He called himself Tai’maqwilloq,” he remarked. “Elvish words, by the sound. I know of only one other who took such a title. Tai’marawee, Nightbird. Coincidence?”

“Ask him,” Sadye replied, slinging her lute over her shoulder and motioning toward Aydrian, as a groan told De’Unnero that his young opponent was waking up.

De’Unnero took Sadye’s belt and rushed to Aydrian, propping and securing him in place against a tree.

“He frightens me,” Sadye admitted to De’Unnero, who seemed surprised to hear those words coming from the mouth of the woman who had so many times toyed with the weretiger.

“He is just a boy,” De’Unnero replied.

“A boy who is alive now because he was powerful enough with the gemstones to control the weretiger,” Sadye reminded him.

“Not so,” the former monk was quick to respond. “He only aided me in my own concentration to control the beast.”

“During the fight?” Sadye asked doubtfully.

“I knew that I could beat him as a man,” De’Unnero growled back at her.

“However he does it, he does it,” said Sadye. “And you may call him a boy or call him Tai’maqwilloq—either title does not change the fact that he is strong with the gemstones and skilled with the blade.”

“Elven-trained with the blade,” De’Unnero explained. “The same sword style favored by Elbryan Wyndon. And strong in the gemstones as is Jilseponie.” He shook his head. “It cannot be coincidence.”

“I know nothing about that,” she replied. She looked over at Aydrian, who was now fully awake and sitting stoically against the tree, his arms lashed behind him around the thick trunk.

“And this cache of gemstones,” De’Unnero went on, holding up the pouch he had taken from the fallen young ranger. “Only one outside the Abellican Church possessed such a cache, and those disappeared, mysteriously so, after the great battle in Chasewind Manor.”

“So the elves stole the gemstones and gave them to this young warrior,” Sadye answered, a doubtfulness evident in her tone, for she had made it clear to De’Unnero, despite his claims, that she didn’t believe in elves. “A warrior they set on the road to avenge the death of Nightbird, perhaps?”

De’Unnero nodded, though he wasn’t sure. His answers lay there, across the way, he knew. Pouch in hand, he went over and knelt before Aydrian.

“Where did you get these?” he asked.

Aydrian looked away—and De’Unnero promptly smacked him across the face.

“Give me a reason to let you live,” De’Unnero said to him, grabbing him roughly by the face and pulling him so that he could look into his blue eyes—eyes that seemed strangely familiar. Aydrian continued to look as far away from the former monk as possible. “I do not wish to kill you.”

Suddenly Aydrian did lock gazes with the man. “You could not have beaten me without her help,” he said with a snarl.

De’Unnero chuckled at the youthful cockiness. He had, in truth, been impressed by the young warrior’s skills, but he knew that he had underestimated the youngster at the beginning of the fight and had just begun to gain some insights into his true depth when Sadye had intervened. Still, it didn’t matter to De’Unnero if the young fool believed his own boasts or not. A younger Marcalo De’Unnero would have untied him then and there, handed him a sword, and promptly defeated him. By the estimation of the man now holding the young warrior’s face, that younger Marcalo De’Unnero was somewhat the fool.

“Where did you get these?” he asked, holding up the pouch.

Again there came no answer.

“Why do you insist on resisting?” De’Unnero asked. “Perhaps I am no enemy, young fool, and perhaps you do not have to die.”

“Did my father have to die?” Aydrian asked bluntly, his eyes boring into his captor’s.

De’Unnero stammered over that one, thinking that the young warrior’s father must have been one of the weretiger’s victims, perhaps one of the men from Micklin’s Village, or one of the bandits who had ridden with Sadye that fateful morning.

“I do not know,” the former monk answered honestly. “Did he deserve to die?”

“I cannot know, since I never met him,” Aydrian replied evenly and grimly.

De’Unnero chuckled again. “Your cryptic answers do amuse me,” he replied, “but if you will not divulge more—”

“Nightbird,” Aydrian growled at him, stopping him as surely as if he had reached over and torn the tongue from De’Unnero’s mouth. “My father was Tai’marawee, the Nightbird. And you killed him.”

De’Unnero spent a long while catching his breath. He had suspected as much, but to actually hear the confirmation spoken rattled him profoundly. “And you are Tai’maqwilloq,” he remarked.

“Nighthawk,” Aydrian confirmed.

“Who is your mother?” De’Unnero quickly asked, but Aydrian merely looked away.

Too eager to be denied, De’Unnero smacked him again and roughly pulled him about. “I did battle with your father,” he admitted, “a great and mighty battle. Several times, and for reasons that are too complex to explain here and now. But I did not kill him—that claim falls to the province of another. Now tell me, who is your mother?”

“Lady Dasslerond of Caer’alfar,” Aydrian answered quickly, and without much thought. “The only mother I have ever known, and not one worth knowing.”

The pain was so very evident on his face as he spoke those words that De’Unnero caught it clearly, though his mind was spinning down a very different avenue. He put the boy in his midteens, and knew, too, that fifteen years before, Jilseponie had indeed been pregnant. That child had been destroyed by Markwart on the field outside Palmaris, by all reasoning, since Jilseponie had no longer been with child when she had resurfaced soon after.

But hadn’t Jilseponie been rescued from Father Abbot Markwart by Lady Dasslerond on the field that day?

De’Unnero’s mind was spinning. If this Nighthawk was indeed the son of Nightbird, and he sensed that he was, then surely Jilseponie was the boy’s mother—and the boy, apparently, didn’t even know it. And those eyes! Yes, those eyes! De’Unnero had seen them before, in close combat. They were the eyes of Jilseponie.

It was all too beautiful a victory for Marcalo De’Unnero.


Chapter 19
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Francis’ Mark

JILSEPONIE STOOD ON THE BROWN FIELD UNDER THE GRAY SKY, STARING AT THE towering walls, the gray stones chipped and weathered, speaking of the ages this bastion had stood, a tradition as deep and solemn as that of the kingdom itself. Not a man or woman of Honce-the-Bear, or even of the neighboring kingdoms, could look upon this great place, St.-Mere-Abelle, without some stirring deep within. Its walls stretched for nearly a mile along the rocky cliff face overlooking the dark and cold waters of All Saints Bay. Decorated and sometimes capped with statues of the saints and of all the father abbots, and with many other carvings, the great walls served as a testament to the Abellican Order, a symbol of lasting strength, for some comforting, for others …

Jilseponie could not dismiss the feelings of dread and anger that welled within her as she looked upon the abbey. Its dungeons had held Graevis and Pettibwa Chillichunk. Likewise had Bradwarden been imprisoned here, surely to be murdered or to die neglected in the cellars as had Graevis and Pettibwa, had not Jilseponie and Elbryan rescued him. Here started the macabre parade that had ended with good Master Jojonah burned at the stake in the village a couple of miles to the west. This place, these walls, had spawned the power that was Markwart, the man who had torn the child from Jilseponie’s womb.

How she had once wanted to tear down this abbey!

She could suppress those emotions now, though, could put that which was past behind her. For St.-Mere-Abelle meant more than those deeds that had so enraged her, Jilseponie knew. The ideals that built these walls, the sense that there was something greater than self, greater than this meager life, had spawned the goodness that was Avelyn, that was Braumin Herde, and offered hope to all those shaded in gray between Markwart and Avelyn.

That point was made crystalline clear to Queen Jilseponie as she approached the gate and came to a familiar place, to see a marker set into the ground, proclaiming:


Here on the eve of God’s Year 830
Brother Francis found his soul.
And here in the summer of 831
Died Brother Francis Dellacourt
Who shamed us and showed us the
Evil that is
PRIDE.
When we refused to admit that perhaps we were
Wrong.



Bishop Braumin had told her of the plaque and had smiled knowingly when he had explained that Master Fio Bou-raiy had eagerly endorsed the inscription.

“What men will do for the hope of gain,” Jilseponie whispered, considering the plaque and the fiery one-armed master. She knew well that Fio Bou-raiy had denounced Francis when he had gone out to help the poor plague victims outside St.-Mere-Abelle. She knew well that Fio Bou-raiy—who refused to be shamed into going anywhere near the plague ridden—had been relieved, even glad, when Francis had fallen ill, seeing it as proof that his more cowardly course of hiding within St.-Mere-Abelle was the correct one for the Abellican brothers.

Jilseponie had witnessed Brother Francis’ death, and she knew that he had died satisfied, fulfilled, and in the true hope that he had found redemption.

A wistful smile found its way onto her fair face as she stood there staring at the plaque. Yes, Fio-Bou-raiy had battled Francis when Francis had turned against Markwart’s ways.

And now here stood Jilseponie, preparing to enter the great abbey and cast her vote for Fio Bou-raiy as the next father abbot of the Abellican Church.

The irony of that was not lost on her. Word of Father Abbot Agronguerre’s death had come to her at the beginning of Bafway, the third month, along with the invitation to the College of Abbots. She had set out soon after, and many times during her journey from Ursal, she had considered casting her vote and all of her influential weight behind Bishop Braumin instead. But Braumin was too young and too inexperienced, and would not get the support from the voting masters of St.-Mere-Abelle or, likely, from any of the other masters and abbots east of the Masur Delaval. And if she took with her stubbornness the votes of Braumin’s friends and allies with her, she would be taking them away from Fio Bou-raiy.

That would leave one abbot in position to grab the coveted prize: Abbot Olin.

King Danube had begged his wife to ensure that Olin was not elected, and Jilseponie, whatever her feelings for Fio Bou-raiy, understood that electing the abbot of Entel, with his close ties to Behren, to lead the Abellican Church could prove disastrous for her husband and for all Honce-the-Bear.

And so Fio Bou-raiy had eagerly endorsed this plaque for Brother Francis. Likewise he had urged Jilseponie to become bishop of Palmaris and then sovereign sister of St. Honce, using that not only to gain a stronger hold for the Church in Palmaris but also to bring Jilseponie into the voting fold of the Abellican Church, knowing full well that as queen of Honce-the-Bear, she would prefer anyone, even him, above Abbot Olin of St. Bondabruce in Entel.

She knew all this, and, in truth, it merely brought a smile to her face. The demon she knew, Master Bou-raiy, was not so difficult. As he wanted her support and the support of Braumin and his friends, so he wanted, desperately, to hold a great legacy among the people of Honce-the-Bear. Whatever his personal feelings or faults, Fio Bou-raiy would act in the best interest of that legacy, and thus in the best interest of the people of Honce-the-Bear. He saw the support for Avelyn—how could he not in these years so soon after the devastation of the plague!—and would try to spearhead that support.

Thus, Jilseponie could readily cast her vote with a clear conscience. She could hate the messenger while loving the message, and Father Abbot Bou-raiy’s message at this time would be benign, perhaps even beneficent.

With a profound sigh, Jilseponie walked through the great gates of St.-Mere-Abelle.

“The beast returns,” Sadye said to Aydrian, pulling aside the curtain that sectioned his room from hers and De’Unnero’s in the small cottage.

Aydrian stared at her curiously. He had heard their passionate lovemaking and had heard, too, the discordant chords Sadye plucked on her lute—and he, with his instinctual understanding of magic, suspected that the sour notes and the emergence of the weretiger might be more than coincidence.

“If the beast comes forth, then we will again be without a home,” Sadye said.

“This town is hardly our home,” Aydrian remarked.

“And so Nighthawk will allow the weretiger to murder the townsfolk?” Sadye said slyly.

Aydrian stared at her hard. He cared nothing for the villagers—his contempt for his own race had only continued to grow in the weeks he had been on the road with Sadye and De’Unnero. The irony was not lost on him. Far from it. The only humans he had met since Brynn Dharielle had left him whom he truly respected were the man he believed had murdered his own father and the woman that man took as his lover.

“Control the rising beast,” Sadye commanded. “Push it back within.”

Aydrian took the hematite she held forth for him and pulled himself from his bed, walking determinedly into the adjoining area.

There lay De’Unnero in the throes of change, his legs already those of the great cat.

Aydrian easily fell into the magic of the gemstone, quickly sending his spirit out to connect with the human spark of the creature that lay before him, the rational being that was Marcalo De’Unnero.

Soon after, the three unlikely companions sat around the table, in silence that held for a long, long time.

Finally, De’Unnero nodded to Sadye and the woman hoisted Aydrian’s pouch onto the table and pushed it to him. “You have earned these,” she explained.

Marcalo De’Unnero clapped Aydrian on the shoulder and rose, walking toward his bed, and Sadye, with a final smile to Aydrian, rose to follow.

“I do not wish to live my days wandering from unimportant village to unimportant village,” Aydrian called after them.

De’Unnero stopped and slowly turned to regard the young man. “Palmaris, then,” he said. “You will enjoy Palmaris.”

Aydrian grinned from ear to ear and clutched his pouch of gemstones, the confirmation that he had won the trust of these new companions, that he had found some friends at last, ones that he could honestly respect. He was learning so much from them, from Sadye’s old songs and Marcalo’s incredible skills, an entire new perspective on the martial arts gleaned from the wisdom accumulated by the Abellican monks throughout the ages.

At that moment, in that nondescript, completely unremarkable and unimportant village, there happened a joining of Church and State as profound as the one that had placed the Queen of Honce-the-Bear as a sovereign sister of St. Honce: a joining of powers secular and spiritual that, when realized, would forever change the world.

At that same moment, hundreds of miles away, Queen Jilseponie watched as Fio Bou-raiy was elected father abbot of the Abellican Order.

Was that a good thing? Jilseponie wondered, for the best that she could say about Fio Bou-Raiy was that he was the lesser of two evils. That thought brought her attention to the side of the great hall, where sat a scowling older man, his gray hair thin and standing straight out as if it had been pulled. The top of his head was bald, and showed all the more clearly to Jilseponie because he sat hunched forward, a pronounced hump on his back. Even as Fio Bou-raiy took the sacred oath, the other man, Abbot Olin, rubbed a skinny, shaking hand across his eyes.

His arms were spindly and wrinkled, his skin leathery from so many decades in the bright southern sun. But there was no aura of weakness about this man, Jilseponie knew, and he wasn’t quite as old as he appeared. He could deliver a speech with fire and passion, as he had during the nominating process. Jilseponie had seen several of his detractors shrink from his iron stare. Most of the abbots and masters in the hall recited communal prayer now, as Jilseponie should have been doing, but Abbot Olin was not praying for the health and wisdom of Father Abbot Fio Bou-raiy. He sat there, staring hard at the man who had stepped ahead of him to win the Church, wincing every so often, his skinny hands clenching, fingers rubbing against his palms.

If Olin had a crossbow in hand at that moment, then Jilseponie did not doubt that Fio Bou-raiy would fall dead.

“There will be trouble in the Church,” Jilseponie said to Bishop Braumin later on, when the two caught up with each other outside the great hall.

“There always is,” Braumin replied flippantly. He started to chuckle, but when he saw that his companion was not sharing his mirth, he sobered. “Abbot Olin?” he asked seriously.

“He does not accept this,” Jilseponie remarked.

“He has no choice,” said Braumin. “The decision of the College cannot be questioned.”

Jilseponie understood the truth of Braumin’s words, but that did little to diminish the feeling in her gut, her perception of Abbot Olin. “There will be trouble,” she said again.

Bishop Braumin gave a great sigh. “Indeed,” he agreed—or at least didn’t disagree—in a resigned tone. “It is the way of man, I fear, and even more the way of our Church, with its continual positioning for power.”

“Fio Bou-raiy would say that those words are strange, coming from a bishop,” Jilseponie pointed out. “Coming from a man still young, who has achieved so much in terms of personal gain, a man who was likely third behind Bou-raiy and Olin for the pinnacle of power in all the Church.”

Braumin considered her words for a few moments, then chuckled. “That perception can be logically justified,” he admitted. “But I seek no power for the sake of personal gain. Never that. I accept responsibility for the betterment of the people, nothing more.” He looked at her directly and chuckled again. “Can you claim any different of your own ascension?”

Jilseponie stared at her friend long and hard, her grim expression gradually melting into a smile. For she knew the truth of Bishop Braumin Herde, the man who had stood beside her and Elbryan at risk of his own life, and she knew that he was speaking honestly now. And, indeed, Jilseponie could speak of her own ambitions in exactly the same manner.

“Perhaps God will take Abbot Olin to a more enlightened place before he can cause any mischief,” Braumin said with a wink, “though I fear that our Church will prove more boring by far without the whispers and the subterfuge.”

Jilseponie couldn’t resist her friend, and she laughed.

Still, there remained an uneasiness within her, a sense that the pond was not as quiet and peaceful as the calm surface would indicate, either concerning the Church or the State.
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So much have I learned in the months I’ve spent with Marcalo De’Unnero and Sadye the bard! I shudder to think that I meant to kill this man, who has taught me so much about the history of the world long past and even the relatively recent events of which he was a great part.

He did not hate my father. That truth surprised me at first, nor did I believe his words, until I went to Oracle and confirmed them. The image in the mirror—and that image seems far more singular and unified now—that I can only assume to be the spirit of Nightbird imparted many feelings about Marcalo De’Unnero, respect being the most prominent. They were rivals, to be sure, but it is possible, I think, for rivals to love each other even as they engage in mortal combat.

Marcalo De’Unnero has taught me physically, as well. His fighting style is very different from the one the elves showed me. Bi’nelle dasada, I have come to understand, is mostly a balance and footwork technique, a method of fast retreat and fast attack. Uniting this with De’Unnero’s flying hands and feet makes for a dangerous combination indeed, one that we both are experimenting with in our early sparring. I am truly thankful for that sparring! We have been at peace since we came to civilized Palmaris several months ago, with the only important action being a near-riot on the eve of God’s Year 842. In previous days, when I walked the edge of the Wilderlands, I would have considered that night as nothing remarkable and certainly nothing dangerous, but here in Palmaris, it came as a welcome breath of excitement.

There are times in this interminable lull when I think I will simply go wild with energy!

But Marcalo De’Unnero is always there, calming me. These days, these months, are preparation, he says, a time for me to learn all that I can about this world around me. I do believe that he has something grand in mind for us three, though he won’t begin to hint at it.

And so I spar and so I listen, and carefully, to his every word. And I take those lessons, physical and mental, with me to Oracle each night, where I find the other tutor, the spirit of my father—or perhaps it is the power of my own insight—and expand the knowledge Marcalo De’Unnero has imparted.

I listen carefully to the lyrics of Sadye, as well; and in these old songs, I have found confirmation of my suspicions. The immortals among my people are not the generous and the kind, not the meek and the quiet. Nay, those whose names are immortal are the warriors and the conquerors, the bold and the strong. Even the namesake of the Church, St. Abelle, was a warrior, a gemstone wizard who single-handedly—so say the ballads—tore down the front walls of a great fortress, a yatol stronghold.

Now he is the patron of the greatest church in all the world, a man whose name is uttered daily by thousands and thousands. Thus he is alive. Thus he is immortal.

They will remember Aydrian the Nighthawk in the same manner, I am sure, and my friend De’Unnero does not disagree with the claim. Whenever I speak of such things, he merely grins and nods, his dark eyes twinkling. He has a secret from me, concerning our road and concerning something else, something more important. I ask him about it every week, and he merely chuckles and bids me to show patience.

Patience.

If I did not believe that the gain would be so great, so monumental, I would have little patience during these uneventful days and nights in the city of Palmaris. But I have come to trust Marcalo De’Unnero and Sadye. They know what I desire, and have promised to show me how to find it. In truth, I suspect that Marcalo De’Unnero desires the same thing for himself.

And so together, we two, we three, will walk into immortality.

—AYDRIAN THE NIGHTHAWK


Chapter 20
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Constance’s Dark Descent

THE WINTER WAS LONG AND SEVERE. THE TURN OF 842 HAD COME TO URSAL AMID a raging blizzard, the snows piling unusually high about the castle and St. Honce. Jilseponie was one of the few who regularly ventured out of the castle, aiding the poor and healing the sick with her soul stone, but the severity of this storm stopped even the determined Queen from her daily rounds, or slowed them considerably, at least.

Her husband was busy with Daween Kusaad, the ambassador from Behren. She found the man distinctly unpleasant, so rather than remain at Danube’s side, trying constantly to hide her dislike of Daween, she had opted to wander about the immense castle, enjoying the intricate designs on the tapestries and the magnificent carvings on doors and walls, the delicate glass of the larger windows, and simply the views of the snow-enshrouded city.

On one such foray into the castle’s east tower, Jilseponie heard the cracking sound of wood striking wood and recognized it immediately as a sparring match. It seemed strange to her that any would be fighting up here, but as soon as she made her way to the room and recognized the participants, she understood.

Merwick Pemblebury Ursal was fourteen now, a year older than his brother and several inches taller. But Torrence favored his father, King Danube, in build, and was the stockier of the two.

Jilseponie watched in amusement, and a bit of admiration, as the two continued their fight, apparently oblivious of her. She could see Merwick’s mistakes clearly—he was fighting like a brawler, when his superior reach and speed could have been used to keep the more ferocious Torrence at bay.

She had seen many who fought in Torrence’s style—it was the most customary one, using heavy weapons to bash and chop and bludgeon an opponent to the ground. It was the style best suited to the weapons made by the crude smithing skills of the day, of inferior metals that made a larger and thicker sword or other weapon more likely to survive a heavy strike.

It was the style that bi’nelle dasada was designed to defeat. And easily.

Jilseponie continued to watch the two boys at their match, and the fact that the frenzied pace had not lessened spoke well of their training and their determination, and, to Jilseponie, said something important about their characters.

It did not surprise her how much she liked these two, though she didn’t often see them, for Constance worked hard to keep them away from her. But the truth was, she liked their mother, too, and always had. The customs of court called for women to be ornaments, rarely speaking their minds, and never in public; but Constance had ever been one of Danube’s closest advisers, an outspoken and strong person, with a good heart. The fact that she had been Danube’s lover in the years before he had come to love Jilseponie was of little concern to Jilseponie, for she trusted Danube’s love for her and could no more begrudge him his past than he could her own.

Her relationship with Constance was surely strained, now, though. The fact that Constance could hardly hide her feelings when she saw Jilseponie told the Queen that Constance was still in love with Danube and that she also wanted to protect the inheritance of her children.

For that, too, Jilseponie could hardly fault Constance.

So they were not friends, by circumstance rather than personality, and Jilseponie did not envision how their relationship might mend. One thing she was fairly certain of, though, was that she was no threat to the inheritance of Merwick and Torrence. These were Danube’s heirs, behind Prince Midalis of Vanguard. Watching from afar, as they grew, Jilseponie believed that they were training well for their lot in life.

Perhaps it was that, perhaps some unconscious desire to try, at least, to mend some of the open wounds between her and Constance, that made her walk into the room then.

“Greetings,” she said with a smile, and both boys stopped their sparring and turned to face Jilseponie, surprise and trepidation evident on their young faces. Torrence took a step back from Jilseponie, but Merwick, perhaps bolstered by his brother’s obvious fear, stepped forward and presented his wooden sword in a proper salute.

“Queen Jilseponie,” he said and bowed low.

Jilseponie’s first instinct was to smile and tell the boy to relax, that such formalities were not necessary, but she suppressed that instinct and instead offered what was called the regal nod, a stiff-shouldered posture with a slight tip of her chin.

Merwick snapped his sword down to his side.

“You fight well,” Jilseponie remarked, and she looked over at Torrence. “Both of you.”

“We practice often,” said Merwick.

“Constantly,” Torrence found the courage to chime in.

“As you should,” Jilseponie said. She held out her hand, and Merwick gave his sword to her. “And not only because you may find need to defend yourselves or the kingdom some day, but because …” She paused, not sure of how to put this so that such young men, boys really, might truly understand. “When you are confident of your abilities with the blade,” she explained, “truly confident—then you will find less desire to put those blades to use. And when you are secure in your ability to fight, you will find your spirit free to choose wisely on many issues and you will view others less as potential challenges and more for their true character.”

She noted that both boys hung on her every word. She didn’t doubt that Constance had gone a long way in poisoning their attitudes toward her, and yet her reputation, it seemed, somewhat overweighed even the words of their mother.

“May I offer some advice?” she asked.

“I thought that you just did, m’lady,” Merwick said with a bit of a charming smile.

“I meant, about the weapon,” Jilseponie replied with a laugh. “I know that you have the finest instructors—”

“Commander Antiddes, and sometimes even Duke Kalas, himself,” Torrence interjected, but he lowered his gaze when Jilseponie glanced at him.

“Yes, of course,” she remarked. “But I have some experience with the blade.”

Merwick’s snicker told her that he recognized her claim to be a bit of an understatement.

“It is just something I noticed,” Jilseponie went on. “Do come at me in the same manner as you attacked your brother,” she bade Torrence, and she moved away from him a step and brought the wooden sword up before her.

Mental alarms sounded clearly to her, along with a crisp recollection of Lady Dasslerond’s uncompromising warning to her that she must not reveal the secrets of bi’nelle dasada. And so she wouldn’t reveal it—not the style, not the precise and balanced movements, not the training techniques, but perhaps just a bit of the philosophy behind the fighting style. She set herself evenly, a seemingly defensive stance, but one from which she could quickly turn the attack, as Torrence prepared his strike.

She meant to defeat him quickly, a simple parry, catch and disengage, followed by a straightforward charging burst and sudden thrust. Even as Torrence began his charge, though, they all heard a crash at the side of the room and a gasp.

There stood Constance Pemblebury, a broken plate and spilled food on the floor at her feet.

“Mother!” said Merwick and Torrence together.

“I was only trying …” Jilseponie started to say, but Constance was hardly listening to any of them.

“What are you doing here?” the woman asked, her voice sounding more like a serpent’s hiss. “How dare you?” she went on before Jilseponie could begin to answer. “You two—out!” she roared at her children, and they rushed to obey, Merwick pausing only long enough to retrieve his mock weapon from Jilseponie. He gave her a look as he did, a silent apology, and then he and his brother were gone, running out of the room, not daring to disobey their mother.

“You have no business here, and no right,” Constance protested, as openly angry and bold with Jilseponie as she had ever been.

“I was merely—” the Queen started to respond.

“They are the heirs to the throne!” Constance roared at her. “They. Not you! The impropriety of your actions is staggering! One of my sons could have been gravely injured by you—do you not understand the war that might ensue, the charges of treason?”

“W-what?” Jilseponie stuttered, hardly believing her ears, and only then did she begin to understand the depth of Constance’s hatred for her. She wasn’t surprised to learn that Constance would not be pleased to see Jilseponie anywhere near her two beloved sons, but the level of outrage here, the look in Constance’s eyes, went beyond the realm of reason.

“I shared his bed, you know, and there, before you, stood the living proof,” Constance said, assuming a defiant and haughty posture.

Jilseponie stared at her incredulously.

“Oh, how my Danube purred over my charms,” the woman went on crudely. As she continued detailing her lovemaking with Danube explicitly, Jilseponie’s expression shifted from incredulity to pity.

For Constance’s ploy was lost on Jilseponie, who also knew true love, and understood and accepted the realities of relationships. She thought to tell Constance then that she was no threat to her, that she was certain that she would bear Danube no heirs to weaken the claims of Merwick and Torrence, but she held silent, for she recognized that her words would do little to calm or comfort Constance. No, there was more behind Constance’s anger than any fears for her children. Her love for Danube was so very evident on her face as she stood there.

Jilseponie felt bad about the revelation, about how strong Constance’s feelings obviously remained for the king, but there was nothing she could do about it, for she could not dictate her husband’s heart.

So she let Constance’s anger play itself out, and then she quietly excused herself and left.

She didn’t see Constance again, nor Merwick nor Torrence, for many months.

“You should go hunting with Duke Kalas,” Jilseponie remarked to King Danube, soon after he had refused the Duke’s latest invitation. Spring was in full bloom outside Castle Ursal, the air warm and bright, the difficult winter long forgotten. “You cannot ignore him, nor should you, for he is your closest friend.”

King Danube looked at her, his expression soft and gentle. “How does he treat you, my love?” he asked.

“As a gentleman should,” Jilseponie replied with a warm smile.

She was lying.

King Danube looked at her doubtfully.

Jilseponie merely smiled wider and more convincingly, coaxing a reciprocal grin from her husband. In truth, none of Danube’s court treated her well at all anymore, Duke Kalas included. Never had any been friendly toward their new queen, this outsider who had so invaded their exclusive domain, but in the weeks since the sparring incident with Merwick and Torrence, things had gotten worse for her. Duke Kalas was always polite to her publicly, of course, and on those few occasions when he had come upon Jilseponie alone, he went out of his way to compliment her. But she had overheard him on more than one occasion, laughing with other nobles, and at her expense. It didn’t really bother Jilseponie, though. She had come to understand, to truly recognize, that these sheltered people who fancied themselves better than everyone else were not worth any emotional pain.

“You must go,” Jilseponie went on. “He is going out to the west with Duke Tetrafel and it would bolster Tetrafel greatly if you went along.”

King Danube sat back and considered the words. Duke Tetrafel was a fragile man, and had been for more than a dozen years, since he had gone off to the west in search of a direct route through the Belt-and-Buckle to the subjugated kingdom of To-gai. What Tetrafel had found, by his account, was a strange tribe of creatures that sacrificed most of his party to the peat bogs, animating the corpses as grotesque zombies.

The Duke of the Wilderlands had never really been the same.

“I would prefer to stay with you,” King Danube remarked, leaning back toward Jilseponie’s throne and putting his hand gently on her leg.

She covered his hand with her own, and her smile altered to show a bit of regret.

“You are not feeling well?” the perceptive Danube asked.

Jilseponie looked him in the eye and sighed. She had been experiencing a great deal of pain of late, mostly in her abdomen. Severe cramps. She attributed them to the scarring she had incurred during her first battle with Markwart on the field outside of Palmaris, when he had killed her baby, and indeed, when she had searched inside herself with the soul stone, she did note some damage. She didn’t quite know why these pains had gotten worse of late.

It wounded her to refuse her husband’s advances, but she could not ignore the discomfort. She still didn’t feel the same way about Danube as she had about Elbryan. Her relationship with the ranger had been full of lust and love, full of the wildness of youth and the danger of the times. With Danube, the relationship was more complacent, more tame, but she did not want to hurt him.

“I will go with Kalas and the others,” Danube said, and his expression showed that he trusted his wife and understood that she wasn’t simply making excuses so that she would not have to share his bed.

Jilseponie truly appreciated that trust, for it was not misplaced. She hoped that whatever this affliction might be, that it would pass soon and she could resume her marital relations with her husband; but she feared that it was something deeper, something perhaps permanent, and something—and this she feared most of all—that was growing worse.

“I will be back before our anniversary,” Danube promised, and he leaned over and kissed her gently on the cheek.

“And I will be waiting for you, my love,” Jilseponie replied.

Danube rose and started away, then. He didn’t see his wife wince as yet another cramp stabbed at her.

“Too much!” Abbot Ohwan said angrily. “You administer too much of the herbs to her.”

“There is no such amount,” Constance Pemblebury retorted just as angrily. “She cannot bear him a child! It is that simple.”

“You are well versed in the administration of the herbs,” Abbot Ohwan scolded; and it was true enough, of course, for Constance had lived most of her life as a courtesan, and all the ladies of Danube’s court well knew how to use certain herbs to prevent unwanted pregnancy. “And you know, as well, that giving her too much may cause great harm, even death. You know this, Lady Constance. You see her wince as she walks, as she sits.”

Constance’s lips grew very thin and she turned away, muttering under her breath.

“I will be no player in this!” Abbot Ohwan shouted.

“You already are!” Constance retorted, turning back on him sharply.

The abbot maintained his composure—mostly because he was much more afraid of Queen Jilseponie, a sovereign sister in his abbey and a powerful voice within the Church as well as the State, than he was of Constance Pemblebury, whether she was to become the Queen Mother of Honce-the-Bear or not. “No more,” he said quietly and calmly, shaking his head.

His obvious determination brought an immediate angry reaction from Constance. “You will!” she growled, seeming on the very edge of hysteria. “You will continue to supply me with the herbs that I need! She cannot become with child! She cannot!” She moved forward as she spoke, out of her seat, her hands reaching for Abbot Ohwan’s collar.

He caught her by the wrists and held her back, but she began to sob suddenly and seemed to go limp. As soon as Ohwan then released his grip somewhat, Constance tore one hand free and slapped him, and hard. “You will!” she said.

Abbot Ohwan reacted quickly and hugged the woman tightly, pinning her arms between them and calling out her name repeatedly to calm her. Finally, Constance did settle down, and Ohwan tentatively released her.

“You will,” she said to him calmly, in complete control, “or I will announce your complicity publicly. And not just about providing me with the herbs to use against the Queen, an act of treason by itself, but the role that you, and St. Honce, play now, and have always played in keeping the courtesans infertile. How might the people of Ursal view such a dark revelation about their beloved Church, and about their beloved noblemen?”

“You speak foolishness, woman,” Abbot Ohwan scolded.

Constance put her head down and seemed to go limp again. “I am a desperate woman, Abbot Ohwan,” she said. “I will do what I must to protect the rightful inheritance of my children.”

If she had looked at Ohwan’s face as she spoke, she might have concluded that he didn’t share her assessment of the “rightful inheritance.”

“You will cause her great harm,” the abbot warned after he took a moment to collect his thoughts.

Now Constance did look up at him, her expression pleading. “Would you have the royal lineage go to that woman?”

It was a biting question, for in truth, Abbot Ohwan wasn’t overfond of Jilseponie, though she had backed Master Fio Bou-raiy at the College, as had Ohwan. Still, he preferred the older Church, the Church of Markwart before the coming of the demon, before his world, like that of so many others, turned completely over. This new order that had come to the Abellicans, the young reformers like Braumin Herde and Abbot Haney of St. Belfour—and of course, like Queen Jilseponie herself—did not sit well with him at all, gave him the uneasiness that comes with the destruction of tradition, a sense of shifting sands.

“I will give you enough to keep her infertile,” he agreed, and Constance beamed at him. “But no more than that!” he quickly added in the face of that smile. “I agree that it would be better for all if Queen Jilseponie does not become with child, but I’ll play no role in her murder, Constance! The King will be gone for two weeks at least with your friend Kalas. No herbs will you slip into Jilseponie’s food during that time, do you hear?”

Constance stared at him hard, but she did nod.

“None,” he said definitively. “And when he returns, you must return to the normal, and safe, dosage. No more than that. Do you hear?”

Constance’s lips grew very thin again, but she grudgingly nodded her agreement.

She left St. Honce then, her mind whirling with plans and plots and—mostly—with anger. For it was no longer simply a matter of keeping Jilseponie barren, as she claimed to Abbot Ohwan. No, Constance had come to enjoy seeing the woman wince in pain, had enjoyed hearing the reports that King Danube wasn’t sharing her bed of late—wasn’t even sleeping in the same room. She had allowed herself to entertain fantasies that her plan would drive Danube and Jilseponie apart, that the lustful King, after too long without the softness of a woman, would come back to her.

And if Jilseponie died in this process, then all the better.

“But no,” she whispered to herself as she crossed the small courtyard that led to the castle. “I mustn’t be impatient. No, I must follow Abbot Ohwan’s rules. Yes, I will.”

Nodding and grinning, Constance passed between the two lurking, expressionless guardsmen.

As she entered the castle behind them, they glanced at each other and grinned knowingly—for Constance Pemblebury’s behavior of late had elicited more than a few smiles—each shaking his head as they resumed their stoic expressions.


Chapter 21
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The Haunting

“YOU ARE CERTAIN OF THIS?” MARCALO DE’UNNERO ASKED, TRYING HARD AND futilely to keep the excitement from showing on his weathered face.

Sadye’s brown eyes twinkled mischievously.

“How do you confirm …” De’Unnero started to ask, but he stopped short and waved his hand, knowing better than to doubt his clever companion. If Sadye said that the sword and bow of Nightbird, the great Tempest and Hawkwing, were buried side by side in cairns just outside Dundalis, then Marcalo De’Unnero would accept her claim as fact.

“It may be guarded,” the former monk reasoned.

“The grove is outside the village, and few travel there—particularly now, since Jilseponie sits on her throne, and Roger Lockless haunts Palmaris,” Sadye replied. “Beyond those two, few care enough to bother, I would guess. We are far removed from the days of heroics.”

De’Unnero smiled, but there was a sadness in that smile, a regret that all the momentous events of just a dozen or so years before, including those heroics of Elbryan the Nightbird, could be so readily and easily forgotten. Sadye spoke the truth, though, he had to admit. Those years of turmoil before the plague had all but been erased, aside from ceremonial tributes—De’Unnero had heard of the impending canonization of Avelyn Desbris—and the resulting gains for the victors, as evidenced by the mantles of bishop on Braumin Herde and queen upon the shoulders of Jilseponie.

So much had happened in the years he had been running wild along the frontier of Wester-Honce! In truth, De’Unnero didn’t really care about Jilseponie’s ascension, other than the implications it might hold for his young companion; nor was he much bothered by Braumin Herde’s ascent. Herde was a good, if misguided, man, De’Unnero knew; and while, in De’Unnero’s eyes, he was nowhere near possessed of the willpower and charisma of a proper bishop—his demeanor more suited to leading a small chapel somewhere—his rise to bishop of Palmaris was of little concern to the former monk.

Of most concern was the general direction of the Church, the news that Jilseponie was serving as a sovereign sister as well as queen, and the news that Fio Bou-raiy, a man Marcalo De’Unnero hated profoundly, was now the father abbot of the Abellican Church. These were truths that now gnawed at Marcalo De’Unnero. But in reality, even being able to care about such things again had come as a breath of fresh air to the beleaguered man. For so many years, he had been compelled to think about the basic needs of existence, of how he would eat and where he would sleep. But now he had Sadye, dear Sadye, and Aydrian, who could not only divert the weretiger, as Sadye could do, who could not only bring forth the weretiger, as Sadye could do, but who could also find the spark of humanity beneath the feline exterior, reaching Marcalo De’Unnero and helping him to dismiss the beast. Because of Aydrian, Marcalo De’Unnero could live in Palmaris again, could walk right by the oblivious Roger Lockless on the street, as had happened several times, without fear that the beast would come forth. Because of Aydrian, Marcalo De’Unnero could stop worrying about the basic needs of life and could start concentrating on the more important aspects of truly living. The world was again full of possibilities for him.

Along those lines of thinking, he had planned to leave Palmaris with his two friends to begin the boldest move yet, a journey that would take him all across the southern reaches of the kingdom to distant Entel and, if everything went well there, far, far beyond.

But now this information concerning the sword and bow of Nightbird …

“It is two weeks to Caer Tinella, and two to Dundalis beyond that,” he said, as much thinking out loud as informing Sadye of anything. “And if we dare to travel to the north and get stuck there when the first snows fall, we’ll not be able to head for the southern reaches until late next spring. We could lose a year on this chase.”

“Worth it?” Sadye asked, her tone showing that she considered these prizes well worth the journey.

De’Unnero smiled. “Let the boy find his father’s toys. We may find a way to put them to good use.”

He could only hope that no grave robbers had garnered the information. How angry he would be to travel all the way to that frontier town to find the graves already emptied!

De’Unnero, Sadye, and Aydrian came to a hillock outside Caer Tinella on a cold and windy autumn day, a day much like the one that had seen the dedication of the chapel that now dominated Marcalo De’Unnero’s line of sight and line of thinking.

That whitewashed building—small by the standards of the Abellican abbeys but huge compared to the other buildings of the small town—sat on a hill, making it appear all the larger. Rising above it, atop the small steeple, was a statue of an arm, an upraised fist—one that Marcalo De’Unnero recognized. He had seen the original arm, the arm of Avelyn, petrified on a plateau hundreds of miles to the north. How he remembered that man! The fallen brother; the murderer of Siherton the monk; in effect, the man who had brought about the disaster that was now the Abellican Church. When people thought of Marcalo De’Unnero, they usually spoke of him as a rival of Nightbird and of Jilseponie, but, in truth, De’Unnero held some respect for both of those two. They were worthy. Not Avelyn, though. Avelyn was the man Marcalo De’Unnero had truly hated. In De’Unnero’s eyes, the drunken wretch was undeserving of the legend surrounding him, and to see a chapel dedicated to the man standing so prominently on a hill in the growing community of Caer Tinella was nearly more than De’Unnero could tolerate.

“You knew that they would acclaim him as a hero,” Sadye said to him, easily seeing the disdain and despair on his face. “They name him as the one who saved the world from the rosy plague, as well as the man who destroyed the physical manifestation of Bestesbulzibar. You know they are beatifying him; we have even heard that he will be named saint by the end of the year. Is this chapel such a surprise to you, truly?”

“Whether or not it is a surprise has little bearing on my hatred of the place,” De’Unnero retorted.

“Why would you care?” Aydrian dared to put in. “You have divorced yourself from the Church, so you say. Take this as just another example of why you felt compelled to leave. Let it prove the point you constantly make of their endless string of errors.”

De’Unnero’s hand snapped out to grab the young man by the front of his tunic. “So I say?” he asked angrily. “Are you questioning me?”

Sadye was there in an instant, easing De’Unnero’s hand away, staring at De’Unnero and forcing him to look back at her rather than continue to foolishly challenge Aydrian. “I know why you care, but he does not,” she reminded. “You have told him little of your—of our—plans.”

De’Unnero relaxed and nodded. “The sight of that place offends me,” he said calmly to Aydrian. “It is a symbol of all that is wrong with the formerly great Abellican Church. It is a testament to the man who destroyed all that once was.”

“Obviously, the current leaders of the Church do not agree,” Aydrian said, showing no signs of backing down.

“Leaders,” De’Unnero echoed with obvious scorn. “They are Falidean rats, all,” he scoffed, referring to a rodent indigenous to the southern reaches of the Mantis Arm, notable because thousands often followed a single misguided individual onto the mud of Falidean Bay, where the sudden and devastating tide, the greatest tide in all the world, inevitably washed them out to sea and drowned them.

“And there,” De’Unnero continued, dramatically sweeping his arm out toward the chapel, “there, young Aydrian, is your proof!”

He grumbled and growled and swept his hand down, balling it into a fist and smacking it hard against the side of his leg, seeming on the verge of an explosion.

“It will not stand,” De’Unnero declared.

Lute in hand, Sadye put her free hand on De’Unnero’s shoulder, and she relaxed visibly as the tension flowed out of De’Unnero’s body.

“It will not stand,” the former monk said again, this time quietly and in complete control.

Sadye wore a concerned expression, but Aydrian merely smiled.

It wasn’t hard for Aydrian to figure out where his monk companion was, when he awoke in the middle of the night to find De’Unnero gone from their encampment in the forest outside Caer Tinella. He grabbed his sword and his pouch of gemstones and, after checking on Sadye, who was sound asleep, slipped out into the night.

He entered Caer Tinella quietly, moving from shadow to shadow, though there seemed to be no one about. When he reached the base of the hill, he noted a small candle burning inside the chapel.

He crept up and peered in through a window. There stood Marcalo De’Unnero, across from a large man who seemed to be in his late twenties or early thirties. Seeing the stranger with De’Unnero again reminded Aydrian of how young his companion seemed compared to his professed age of a half century, for in looking at the pair, Aydrian could envision them as peers.

It occurred to Aydrian, and not for the first time, that there may be a secret of immortality buried within the weretiger.

The two were talking calmly, though Aydrian couldn’t make out the words from his vantage point. He crept around the building and was relieved to find the door slightly ajar, so he slipped in and moved behind a column, listening curiously.

“Are you then the same Brother Anders Castinagis who was taken prisoner at the Barbacan and dragged to Palmaris to stand trial beside the one called Nightbird?” De’Unnero asked, and Aydrian noted the disdain in his tone, a clear tip-off to the other man.

“I am indeed,” the other man said, a bit of suspicion evident. Aydrian peeked around and could see the monk’s face, and noted that he was studying De’Unnero intently, as if trying to figure out where he might have seen the man before. De’Unnero had remarked to Aydrian how much the years on the road had changed his appearance, and this, combined with the fact that he and the former monk had walked right past several of De’Unnero’s old enemies in Palmaris without any hint of recognition, confirmed the man’s claims. “I am Parson Castinagis now, for Bishop Braumin has seen fit to bestow upon me the responsibilities of this chapel.”

“Ah,” said De’Unnero, and then in a casual tone, he added, “Bishop Braumin was ever the fool.”

That set the parson back on his heels, a confused expression coming over him.

“Did you believe that I would suddenly embrace Bishop—” De’Unnero snorted and shook his head, as if he thought the title ridiculous, then continued. “Did you believe that I would suddenly embrace Braumin Herde at all, after all these years? Will the passage of time alone change the truths?”

“Who are you?” Castinagis asked, his hesitance telling Aydrian that he was starting to catch on here.

“Why did you not stand trial those years ago?” De’Unnero asked him. “Do you believe that the simple fact that because Nightbird and Jilseponie proved the stronger exonerates you from the crimes you committed against the Abellican Church?”

“What foolishness is this?” the man asked, his voice rising with his outrage.

“Foolishness?” De’Unnero echoed incredulously. “Do you not recall your secret meetings in the bowels of St.-Mere-Abelle, where you and the others plotted treason against the Church? Do you not remember the illicit readings of the old books—tomes banned, all!—that Braumin would lead?”

“De’Unnero,” Castinagis breathed, and he fell back a step.

“Yes, De’Unnero,” the former monk answered. “Master De’Unnero, come to complete the trial that was wrongfully aborted in Palmaris those years ago.”

“You are d-discredited,” Castinagis stammered. “The Church has seen the truth—”

“Your truth!” De’Unnero snarled at him, and Aydrian heard a bit of a feral, feline growl behind those words. “So do the victors rewrite the histories to shed a favorable light upon them!”

“Even after the covenant of Avelyn, you speak such foolishness?” Anders Castinagis said boldly, apparently regaining his heart after the terrible shock of seeing his old nemesis. “All the world knows the truth of Avelyn now, and of Jilseponie, who is queen!”

“All the world believes the lies,” De’Unnero replied. “But I will teach them the truth. Yes, I shall!” He came forward as he spoke, poking his finger hard into Parson Castinagis’ chest.

“Begone from this place!” Castinagis roared at him. “In the name of God—”

His words were lost as De’Unnero stiffened his finger and poked hard again, this time hitting the man in the throat. Coughing, Castinagis staggered backward, and De’Unnero stalked in.

Aydrian expected the tiger to come forth at any second, to rend the man apart, but De’Unnero did not need the great cat at that moment. Indeed, he wanted to savor this fight with all of his human senses.

He walked up to Castinagis and slapped the man hard across the face, then blocked the parson’s responding punch, catching Castinagis by the wrist and giving a sudden and violent jerk to twist his arm. The two were barely two feet apart, but that was enough room for Marcalo De’Unnero to bring his foot up hard against the parson’s face.

Castinagis stumbled backward and would have fallen to the floor had not a railing caught him.

“Pity, brother, that you have forsaken your training,” De’Unnero taunted, wagging his finger in the air. “You are a decade and more my junior, and yet you have grown soft.”

With a growl, Anders Castinagis pushed out from the railing, charging hard at De’Unnero.

De’Unnero slapped his hands aside, but the big parson drove on and managed to grab De’Unnero by the shoulders, pushing on, driving his enemy back.

But Marcalo De’Unnero never even blinked, just snapped his hand up to clamp tightly on Castinagis’ windpipe, and with a look of pleasure, he began to squeeze.

Castinagis grabbed wildly at the man’s arm, and when he could not pry the grip free, he punched at De’Unnero’s face. But De’Unnero was too quick, knifing his free hand up to intercept the blow. He did let go of the windpipe then, and stabbed his hand hard into Castinagis’ throat, then hit the man with a left-right combination, finding holes in the pitiful defensive stance, then lifted his knee hard into Castinagis’ groin.

As the parson doubled over in pain, De’Unnero grabbed him hard by the hair and jerked his head up high. “The trial commences,” he declared. He cupped his free hand under Castinagis’ chin and ran and turned him, then jerked hard and flipped Castinagis over the railing to crash down on his back, his neck resting on the rail.

“Guilty,” De’Unnero proclaimed.

Aydrian looked away as De’Unnero dropped a forearm smash onto Castinagis’ forehead, but he heard the terrible sound as the parson’s neck shattered.

It took the young warrior a long, long time to compose himself. “What have you done?” he managed to ask, staggering out from behind the pillar, his legs weak from the sight of the brutality, of the murdered man.

“What I should have done years ago in Palmaris,” De’Unnero replied. If he was surprised or upset at seeing Aydrian, he hid it well.

“Are we to go on the run again?” Aydrian asked, his thoughts whirling.

De’Unnero snorted and smiled, as if it hardly mattered. With a look at Aydrian, he walked out of the chapel.

Aydrian watched him go, every step, noting the ease, the peace, that had come over him. He didn’t know what to make of all of this. He, too, had killed, but this … this was something very different, something more awful.

And yet, Aydrian found it hard to judge Marcalo De’Unnero, who had been treated so badly by these hypocritical priests. He looked at Castinagis, lying dead, propped against the railing, and thought of a way he could prevent this from forcing De’Unnero back into the wilds.

He took out his ruby.

A short while later, Sadye joined De’Unnero and Aydrian as they watched the flames leap high into the night from the burning Chapel of Avelyn, the confused and frightened towns-folk running all about, helpless to control the blaze.

De’Unnero, obviously satisfied, was the first to start away, walking off into the woods, heading north.

The information that Sadye had garnered in Dundalis proved perfect, and she led the way through the forest to the grove that held the cairns of Elbryan and Mather.

De’Unnero went at the cairns immediately, removing one stone after another, eagerly tossing them aside. After a few throws, though, he recognized that something strange was going on, for he seemed to be making no progress at all. He lifted another rock and stepped back, staring at the seemingly intact cairn.

“Magic,” Sadye remarked, and De’Unnero nodded. He turned to Aydrian then, but the young warrior seemed distracted and was staring off through the trees.

“There is magic on the cairn,” De’Unnero said, rather loudly, getting Aydrian’s attention. “What is it?” he went on, seeing a perplexed look on the young man’s face.

Aydrian seemed unsure. He shrugged and said, “A call, perhaps. Perhaps not.” Then he shook his head.

“There is magic on the cairn,” De’Unnero said again. “I cannot move the stones.” As he finished the statement, his gaze went back to the seemingly undisturbed grave.

Aydrian, too, looked at the cairns, but said nothing as a long, long while slipped past.

“I knew that it could not be this easy!” De’Unnero fumed at length. “It all seemed too convenient.”

“Better that it is not easy,” Sadye reasoned. “Else the items would likely already have been taken.”

Again it seemed as if Aydrian was only then considering the situation. “Earth magic,” he remarked, staring at the cairns. “Lady Dasslerond’s emerald holds such powers.”

“Gemstones?” De’Unnero remarked. “Then you can defeat the magic with your own.”

Aydrian seemed unsure. “Dasslerond is difficult to beat where the earth is concerned,” he said, and he screwed up his face and shook his head. “There is more here,” he said. “I sense it.”

“What, then?” De’Unnero asked.

“I will soon enough know,” said Aydrian, and he walked to a stone outcropping farther back in the grove. There he found a tiny cave and took out his pack, fumbling through it to find the mirror he had wrapped in a thick blanket.

He went to Oracle then and discovered a curious image in the mirror: a field of small snow domes with burning candles set inside them. He understood what was meant, what was expected of him—that he should build those glowing snow domes, thus summoning the spirits of his father and great-uncle—but he searched for some alternative, since the first snows could be weeks away and he knew that De’Unnero did not wish to spend the winter trapped up here.

An hour later, Aydrian emerged from the small cave knowing that he had few options. He went quietly by the camp De’Unnero and Sadye had set, and strode back into the grove, pulling forth his hematite, graphite, and sunstone.

He went at the rocks physically first, bringing forth a tremendous, stone-splitting lightning blast. But again, as with De’Unnero’s excavation efforts, the attack seemed to have little effect on the integrity of the cairn.

Next Aydrian worked the sunstone, the antimagic stone. He clearly felt the bonds Dasslerond had enacted here, strong earthen bonds. He went at them with all his heart, trying to insinuate his negative energy to break their hold, or at least to weaken them. He soon realized that he might as well be trying to steal the strength from the earth itself. This was an old enchantment, he recognized, something more powerful than Dasslerond, some ancient and powerful bond, a covenant of some sorts, between the elven lady and the earth.

“That was your work?” De’Unnero asked him when he returned to camp. Both the former monk and Sadye were up and about, awakened by Aydrian’s thunderous strikes.

“Futile,” he replied. “There is an enchantment about the place that I cannot circumvent.”

“But there is a way?” Sadye quickly asked.

“I must wait for the first snow,” Aydrian explained. “There is no other way.”

De’Unnero started to respond—and he did not seem pleased at all—but he held back and merely nodded. “Then so be it.”

The reaction surely surprised Aydrian, and on some level, it was not the response he had wanted to hear. Patience was not the young man’s strong suit. On many levels, he had hoped that De’Unnero would either dismiss this mission for the time being and press on to other matters, or work harder to find some way to circumvent Aydrian’s claim.

“We should go into Dundalis in the morning, then,” said Sadye. “I do not care to spend the next weeks sleeping on the forest floor.”

Thus, the trio entered the small community the next morning. They were greeted warmly by the secluded folk, eager, like so many living on the borderlands of the wilds, for outside news and new tales. De’Unnero grew a bit anxious when he noted the name of the one tavern in the town, Fellowship Way—the same name as the tavern that Jilseponie’s adoptive parents had owned in Palmaris. He knew the barkeep, as well, an old man named Belster O’Comely; but Belster, half blind now and not in the best of health, did not seem to even suspect the true identity of one of the strangers who had come to his town.

And so they stayed, and lived among the people of the small community, as they had in so many towns over the years, as the autumn passed into winter. As luck would have it, the first snows came very late that year.

That first storm began early one morning, stretching late into the afternoon. Aydrian, a sack of candles tied to his belt, was out before the last flakes had fallen, trudging his way through the drifts to get back to the grove and the cairns. Sheltered by the thick evergreens about them, those cairns had not been fully covered.

Aydrian went right to work, moving about the field outside the grove, bending low to shape small domes out of the snow, then opening one side and setting a candle in each. He used his ruby to move about and light candles when the last of the domes was completed, and then he went back to the grove, in sight of both the cairns and the glowing snow domes, and waited.

And waited.

He fell asleep soon after, or thought he had, for certainly everything about him seemed dreamlike and surreal. He imagined stones rolling open of their own accord, imagined …

Aydrian’s senses returned in a flash as the grisly image of a rotting corpse rose up right in front of him! It lifted a heavy arm and swung it hard, and if Aydrian had any doubts of the reality of this creature, they were greatly diminished when he flew away, his jaw nearly broken.

He came up in an instant, recognizing this for what it was: the test of the rangers seeking to possess the elven-crafted artifacts of their forebears. To defeat the ghost in battle was to earn the right to carry its weapon. Aydrian then understood some of the shadowy images he had seen at Oracle over the last few weeks, blurry scenes of Elbryan battling in this same place against the ghost of Mather, earning the right, Aydrian then realized, to carry Tempest.

The ghost advanced, saying nothing, revealing no emotion at all, just methodically stalking in. Aydrian studied it carefully and didn’t even have to glance over at the cairns to realize that it was the right one, Elbryan’s, that had opened to release this horrid creature. Yes, this was his father, the young ranger knew without doubt, and he knew, too, that he was expected to take up his weapon and drive the specter back.

The very idea that fighting this battle was expected of him—by the elves who had placed the enchantment here—made Aydrian recoil. He had no intention of following any rules placed by Dasslerond!

He ducked another swing of the approaching ghost, then got clipped and sent flying again by a backhand across his shoulder as he tried to skitter to the side. He stumbled toward the open grave and noted the polished wood of a magnificent bow within its dark depths.

He noted, too, that the stones of the other grave had begun to shift, and understood then that he might be in trouble, that his glowing globes had awakened both ghosts!

He veered away from the open grave then, stumbling to turn and put his back against a tree, watching the approach of his father’s ghost, watching the stones of the other cairn roll away and the second, even more decomposed and gruesome creature, rise from the realm of death.

Aydrian fought hard to maintain his composure. If only the other grave, the one holding Tempest, had opened first! Sword in hand, he could have gone straight to Elbryan’s ghost then and dispatched it quickly, before the ghost of Mather could join the fighting!

But, no, he decided. No, that was the route expected of him, demanded of him by wretched Dasslerond!

Aydrian only then realized that he was holding a gemstone, a hematite, the soul stone, the portal that could bring him to the realm of his opponents or perhaps …

Smiling wryly as the first ghost stalked in, Aydrian lifted his arm and sent all his tremendous willpower into the soul stone, through the soul stone, hitting the unwitting spirit with a wave of mighty magical energy. The ghost stopped abruptly and seemed to teeter.

Aydrian felt beyond the rotting corporeal trappings, reaching to the spirit itself, the tiny flicker of the consciousness of Elbryan that remained. He grabbed at that with his spiritual will, called to it, demanding that it, and not this mockery of human mortality, come forth to face him. With sheer willpower and magical energies, Aydrian did battle then and there with the oldest and strongest bonding of them all, the bonds of death itself.

He watched in amazement, but worked hard not to lose his concentration, as the gruesome figure began to transform, gray rotting skin taking on the healthy hues of life, a hollowed eye socket refilling as the collapsed eyeball lifted back into place. And in that eye, a flicker of inner spirit, a flash of life!

The creature before him was suddenly more Elbryan than Elbryan’s ghost!

But the second ghost was approaching. Aydrian thought to go to it, but sensed that this second battle would be even more difficult, for Mather had been dead much longer, his spirit even more settled into the grasping embrace of death.

Unsure, he hesitated as Elbryan retreated, to be replaced by the grotesque Mather. He feared that his hesitance would cost him his life as the ghost rushed in and grabbed him by the throat, lifting him from the ground with amazing strength and pinning him against the tree. He had to counterattack, to fall back into the hematite and likewise assault this inhumanly strong creature! He had to find some way to break the hold, for he could not draw breath.

He could not.

Aydrian squirmed physically and tried to detach his mind enough to find the hematite’s power again. But it was no use, he realized, as he started to slip into blackness. Each passing second removed him further and further from the desperate situation, put him deeper and deeper into the inviting blackness.

He heard a swish and a sickening crackle, and then he was free suddenly, dropping to his feet and stumbling to the side. He glanced back as he fell to all fours, to see Mather’s ghost waving the stubs that used to be its arms, trying to club the half-ghost half-alive creature that was Elbryan, who was now brandishing a shining elven blade.

Aydrian crawled further away, to the first open grave, and pulled forth the mighty bow, Hawkwing. Amazed to see that it had survived apparently intact, string and all, including a quiver of arrows, he quickly stood and set the bow between his legs, then bent and strung it.

He fell back, turning to watch the continuing battle, Elbryan slashing apart Mather’s ghost, as he had done those years before to earn Tempest, the sword he now swung again.

When Mather at last fell, the strange creature that was neither living nor dead—the thing that was part Aydrian’s father’s mind and part his father’s flesh and yet the two not truly joined as they had been in life—slowly approached, Tempest low at its side.

Aydrian stared at his hematite then, wondering how much farther he could go, wondering if he could somehow rip asunder the bonds of death, bringing his father back to life completely! It seemed incredible to him, impossible, and ultimately, horrible.

The creature approached slowly, staring at Aydrian with a look that was part apprehension, part horror, part curiosity, and ultimately confusion. The spiritual connection was still there somewhat, allowing Aydrian to clearly sense the creature’s every thought, its pondering of who it was and of who Aydrian might be.

“Yes, you know me,” he said to the ghost, and he stood straight and tall and proud. “I am your son.”

The creature stared at him, eyes going even wider, and a hint of a smile began to appear, the stiffened edges of the mouth curling up.

Aydrian recognized two choices here, for this abomination could not stand, its very presence assaulting the young warrior’s every sense. He clasped the hematite, thinking to dive back into the dark realm and fight more fiercely to bring forth the complete resurrection, but the mere thought of it again horrified him.

He brought up Hawkwing instead, drawing back so that the three capping feathers widened like the fingers at the end of a flying hawk’s extended wing. The half ghost, half ranger gave him a puzzled and sad glance.

Aydrian let fly. The arrow thudded in, and the creature staggered back.

And Elbryan looked at Aydrian with all the more confusion.

A second arrow slammed in, and then a third, and the creature seemed less human then, and more cadaver. The fourth shot laid it low.

Aydrian awoke in the morning, shivering but strangely unhurt, right beside the intact, seemingly undisturbed cairns. Even the traces of snow were upon the graves again, exactly as Aydrian remembered them from the previous night, before his snow-globe enchantment had summoned the ghosts.

There was one significant difference, though, one that had Aydrian confused, blurring the lines between reality and fantasy: Hawkwing and Tempest rested atop their respective cairns, waiting for him.

He took up the bow and quiver and slung them over his back, then reverently lifted the mighty sword, the elven blade, Tempest, its pommel a round hybrid gemstone, white and sky blue, like drifting clouds on a summer’s day.

His new possessions in hand, and taking with him a new understanding and a greater confusion about what might follow this life, a haunted Aydrian walked out of the grove.


Chapter 22
 [image: ]

Confronting Her Demons

SHE HAD TO WINCE EVERY TIME SHE STOOD UP STRAIGHT, FOR THE PAIN IN HER belly would not relent. It had gotten better during the summer and had diminished to almost nothing for several months, but now, with the end of God’s Year 842 only a couple of months away and with preparations being made for the great end-of-year festival—a social gathering that Jilseponie as queen was expected to arrange—the pains had returned tenfold.

She kept a stoic face and attended to her duties as best she could. Every once in a while, though, usually when one of the noblemen or noblewomen was giving her a particularly difficult time, the pain would outweigh her good sense and Jilseponie would let her anger show. On one occasion, she had caught a rather unremarkable courtesan giggling at her as she had walked past, and had overheard the woman whispering to a friend that the Queen had found a lover. A nasty cramp had struck Jilseponie at just that moment, and, her thoughts blurred by sudden pain, she had promptly strode over to the noblewoman and slapped her across the face.

As she now sat in her private bedroom, not the one she shared with King Danube, thinking about that incident, Jilseponie could not keep a smile off her face. Though she had undoubtedly acted improperly—she could have had the woman arrested, but to strike a subject was highly frowned upon—she still had to admit to herself that she had enjoyed it! The courtesan had looked her straight in the eye and had threatened her. “If only you were not the Queen.”

“Be glad that I am,” Jilseponie had answered, not backing down, her pain lost in the wall of her anger. “Else I would beat you unconscious and your ugly friend as well.” As she had finished, she had stared hard at the other courtesan, the only witness to the incident.

Of course there had been repercussions from her actions, with rumors running rampant and even talk of the courtesan’s demanding that King Danube exact a public apology from Queen Jilseponie for her uncouth behavior. If the injured woman insisted on that, it would put Danube in an awkward spot indeed.

Still, Jilseponie believed the slap had been worth it. She could not count the number of times she had held back her urge to leap into a fight with many of the hypocritical, altogether wretched noblewomen—the small circle about Constance Pemblebury most of all—and even with some of the more arrogant and foolish noblemen.

Alas, the responsibilities of her station would not allow such a thing.

So she tried to turn the other way, to focus her attention and her energies on more positive and productive endeavors. Most of the nobles spent their idle time at play—hunting and gaming, feasting and courting—but to Jilseponie, enjoyment was found in following the course of Avelyn and Elbryan. She tried hard to remain the fighter, the warrior for the cause of those most in need, though the tactics had surely changed, from battling powries and goblins with the sword to debating minor lords and battling unfair traditions and inefficient bureaucracy. Jilseponie wielded words now instead of a sword, and used the power of her station against injustice.

It was a tedious and frustrating process. The traditions and the people who maintained them were deeply entrenched; and Jilseponie, despite Danube’s support and obvious love, was still considered too much an outsider for her to easily enact any positive change.

And now this, the renewed cramps, following her every step, radiating out from her burning abdomen to cause aches in every part of her body, and blurring the focus of her mind. Before, she had resisted going after the pain with her soul stone, partly because it had never been this intense but also because she simply did not want to focus on that particular aspect of her body. Markwart’s attack on her that day outside of Palmaris had taken more from her than her unborn child. The demon spirit within Markwart had assaulted the very core of Jilseponie’s womanhood, had invaded her, had, in the very essence of the word, raped her. For her to examine her womb now, even on a mission of healing, would force her to face those feelings of violation all over again.

But now she had no choice. The pain was too intense. And even aside from her fear that Markwart’s attack might have caused a life-threatening problem, the pain was interfering with her station, with her duties and joys in life, as a queen and as a wife.

She took up her soul stone and, thinking of Elbryan, she started her dark journey. Rather than fleeing from the painful memories, she embraced them in a positive light, remembering her unborn child, enjoying again the feelings of life growing within her.

She passed into her empty womb and recognized the scarring; but she saw something more frightening, more alive and malicious. It appeared to her as thousands of tiny demons, hungry and chewing at her—little brown biting creatures.

Rattled, Jilseponie fought hard to regain her mental balance, then went at the creatures as she had once battled the rosy plague. For a long time she slapped at them with her healing powers, destroying them with her touch.

And then she felt relief, both physical and emotional. For unlike the plague, these demons did not seem to multiply faster than she could destroy them. It took her a long, long time, but when she came out of her trance, she was exhausted but feeling better than she had in more than a year.

She lay back on her bed and put her hands up over her head, stretching to her limit—and feeling no pain, no cramping in her belly. No physical turmoil at all, though a million questions rushed through her head. Had she won, truly and forever? Had she defeated this disease or infection or whatever it was? And what did that mean for her and Danube? Could she now bear the King an heir?

And more importantly, did she want to?

No, Jilseponie refused to think about that so soon. The implications of her healing her womb—though she didn’t believe that was what she had truly done—staggered her. She knew that no child of hers would be warmly welcomed by Danube’s snobbish court.

But, no, Jilseponie told herself. She hadn’t fixed the wounds Markwart had imposed upon her; they were too old and too deep to be repaired by the gemstone magic. No, she had cured herself of this newest infection that was probably caused, she supposed, by those previous wounds.

Whatever the result, whatever the implications, the Queen of Honce-the-Bear was certainly feeling physically better now, and so she was enthusiastic when one of her handmaidens appeared, bearing a tray of food. Jilseponie sat at a small table at the side of her bed as the handmaiden uncovered the various plates, and for the first time in months, she looked at the food eagerly, intending to thoroughly enjoy this fine meal.

The handmaiden left her and she took up her fork and knife and started to cut …

And stopped, stunned, blinking repeatedly, sure that her eyes must be tricking her. Perhaps it was the recent intimate interaction that brought recognition, perhaps some trace connection remaining between her and the hematite … But whatever the reason, she saw them.

The little demons scowled at her from her food. She could feel their hunger.

Shaking, Jilseponie pushed back her chair and retrieved her soul stone. She hesitated—what if she found out that the food itself was poison to her? What if the wounds the demon had inflicted upon her had somehow morphed into a physical aversion to nutrition? How would she live? How …

Jilseponie threw aside those fears and dove into the soul stone, using it to examine her food on a different and deeper level. What she found both relieved her and heightened her fear. No, it was not the food itself that was poison to her, but rather, something that was in her food, something that had been sprinkled upon her food!

She shoved the plate away, sending it crashing to the floor, then staggered to her bed and sat down hard, trying to sort through the information and digest the astounding implications. Was someone poisoning her?

“A seasoning, perhaps, that simply does not mix with my humours,” the Queen said aloud, but she knew better, knew that those hungry little demons were no seasoning but were a deliberately placed poison.

She dressed quickly and started searching for the source. The handmaiden, obviously not the perpetrator, willingly led her to the great castle kitchens and the chef, who was assigned to personally prepare the meals for both King and Queen.

The chef’s smile melted away when Jilseponie dismissed the rest of the kitchen staff, thus warning him that something was amiss—something, his expression revealed, that he understood all too well. Under her wilting gaze and blunt questions, the man cracked easily, delivering to the Queen a source that truly surprised and terrified Jilseponie.

“I cannot dismiss your complicity as I have Angeline’s,” Jilseponie stated definitively, referring to the handmaiden.

“I—I did not know, my Queen,” the chef stammered.

“You knew,” Jilseponie countered. “It was in your eyes from the moment I asked the rest of the staff to leave. You knew.”

“Mercy, my Queen!” the man wailed, thinking himself doomed. He fell to the floor and prostrated himself pitifully. “I could not refuse him! I am but a poor cook, a man of no influence, a man—”

“Get up,” Jilseponie commanded, and she waited for him to stand before continuing, using those moments to sort through her anger. A part of her wanted to lash out at him, and she wondered if it was her duty to turn him over to the King’s Guard for trial and punishment. But another part of Jilseponie could truly sympathize with the awkward position this man had found himself in, obviously caught between two opposing powers that could easily obliterate him. And his choice, against Jilseponie and toward the unknown perpetrator, was also understandable, given Jilseponie’s standing among the courtiers and, by association, among the staff.

“You would kill me?” she asked the chef; and the way he blanched, the look of true horror that came over him, revealed to her his honest shock.

“You put poison in my food,” Jilseponie said plainly, almost mocking that expression.

“Poison?” the man gasped. “But all the ladies … I mean …”

Now it was Jilseponie wearing the surprised expression. She took him aside, asked him to sit, and helped him to calm down. Then she bade him to explain everything to her.

He went on to tell her the truth of her poison, that it was a herb commonly used by the courtesans to prevent pregnancy. Then he told her where the courtesans got the herb—from the man who had come to him some time ago, explaining that he should put the herb in the Queen’s food, as he did in the food delivered to the courtesans who lived in the castle.

Courtesans that numbered only a couple, including Constance Pemblebury.

Jilseponie found herself in quite a quandary, then. “How will I ever trust you?” she asked him. “And you, above all, must be in my trust.”

“Please do not kill me,” the man said quietly, trembling and fighting to hold back his sobs, his gaze lowered. “I will run away, far away. You will never see—”

“No,” Jilseponie interrupted; and the man looked up at her, deathly afraid. “No, you will not resign nor will anyone learn of this error.” She stared at him hard but with compassion. “This error in judgment that you will not repeat.”

The chef’s expression shifted to one of surprise and skepticism, as if he did not understand or believe what he was hearing.

“You are, in many ways, the protector of the King and Queen of Honce-the-Bear,” she said, her tone regal and commanding. “As great a guardian of the health of Danube and Jilseponie as is Duke Kalas, who leads the Allheart Brigade. You must view your position in this light. You must understand and accept the responsibilities of our trust. Our food passes through your hands. You prepare, you sample, you defend the Crown.”

“And I failed.”

“You did, as has every man and every woman in all the world at one time or another,” Jilseponie replied, and she took the man’s chin in her hand and forced him to look her in the eye. “You have heard of my heroics in the northland,” she said with a self-deprecating chuckle.

“Against the demon and against the plague, yes, m’lady,” the chef replied.

“One day I must tell you of my many failures,” Jilseponie said, and she chuckled again.

The man could not have appeared more stunned, and it took him a long time to muster the courage to ask, “What are you to do with me?”

“I will watch over you carefully in the days ahead,” she replied without hesitation. “I will, for the sake of the safety of my husband, confirm that which I believe to be the truth of your heart. I trust you’ll not fail again.”

The chef’s jaw drooped open and he sat there, staring at her for many minutes. “No, m’lady,” he at last answered. “I’ll not fail you, and not forget what you have offered to me this day.”

Jilseponie smiled at him warmly, then took her leave. She wasn’t sure if she had done the right thing; she had played a hunch, a feeling, though she would follow through with her claim that she would carefully watch over the food, both hers and her husband’s.

What she knew for certain, though, was that she felt good about the way she had handled the chef. She felt as if she had acted in the best spirit of Avelyn. How many criminals, after all—thieves and murderers even—had gone to the plateau at the Barbacan and entered the covenant that had saved them from the rosy plague?

And this man, Jilseponie knew in her heart, was in many ways akin to her handmaiden, used and abused by the man truly holding the power.

She would not be as generous with him.

She felt strangely comfortable as she made her way through St. Honce, heading for the room of Abbot Ohwan. That surprised Jilseponie, until she took the time to pause and consider that, in this situation, she held all the power. Jilseponie had found many adversarial situations with powerful men of the Abellican Church, often on a desperate precipice, but this time …

This time she knew that Abbot Ohwan had no defense, that he could not and would not oppose her demands.

She gave a slight knock at his door and pushed right in before he could even respond. He was sitting at his desk, staring up at her incredulously. He started to say something when Jilseponie forcefully slammed the door behind her and turned an imposing glare upon him. “You have been poisoning my food,” she stated bluntly.

Abbot Ohwan stammered over a few words and started to rise, but he fell back to his seat and seemed as if he would simply topple to the floor.

“Deny it not,” Jilseponie went on. “For I have found the substance and have spoken with the man who actually sprinkled the herbs upon my food, following your own explicit orders.”

“Not poison!” Abbot Ohwan remarked, shakily climbing to his feet. “Not poison.”

“Poison,” said Jilseponie.

“Herbs to prevent you from becoming with child, nothing more,” the abbot tried to explain. “You must understand that I had little choice.”

Jilseponie’s expression showed that she was far from understanding.

“You … you … you came here and upset everything!” Abbot Ohwan said boldly, going on the offensive as he quickly came around the side of his desk. “There is, or was, an established order here in Ursal, one that you do not comprehend.”

“I came to Ursal at the invitation of the only person who can rightfully make such a claim that I have somehow confounded the court,” Jilseponie was quick to respond, and forcefully. “Since the court is his to confound! And if my presence at Castle Ursal court somehow upsets this secluded little world that the nobles of court and the hierarchy of Church have created for themselves, then perhaps that is a good thing!”

Abbot Ohwan started patting his hands in the air, his bluster expiring in the face of the powerful woman. “Not poison,” he said again.

“I know nothing of the herbs, except that the amount I was being given would have killed me soon enough,” Jilseponie retorted.

“Not so!” the abbot protested. “Only enough to keep you from becoming with child. And can you blame me? Do you not understand the trauma to Church and to State if that were to happen?”

That ridiculous last statement was lost on Jilseponie as she considered his first claim. She knew it to be a lie, knew that she had been given far too much of the potent herb, but she could not deny the sincerity in the man’s expression and in his tone. She figured it out pretty quickly. “And do you also give the herbs to Constance, that she might remain sterile?” Jilseponie asked.

“Of course,” Abbot Ohwan answered. “Such has been the duty of the abbot of St. Honce for hundreds of years—to supply all the courtesans.”

“And the queens?” asked Jilseponie. “Without their permission?”

Abbot Ohwan shook his head and stammered again. “N-never before has a queen also been within the province of St. Honce, serving as sovereign sister,” he suddenly remarked.

“Nor am I within your province, Abbot Ohwan,” Jilseponie said calmly and in a low and threatening tone.

“And tell me,” she went on, “to whom do you deliver these herbs? To each individually?”

“They are separated into proper portions for each kitchen and all given to a courier,” the abbot explained innocently. It wasn’t until he heard his own words that his expression soured and he apparently caught on to Jilseponie’s reasoning, that Constance and the other courtesans could easily divert some of their supply to Jilseponie’s food.

Jilseponie shook her head at the man’s stupidity.

“You are a liar or a fool,” she said.

“Please, sovereign sister,” Abbot Ohwan stammered. “My Queen.”

“Resign your position,” Jilseponie demanded. “Go and serve as a parson in a minor chapel far removed from Ursal and the court.”

“I am the abbot of St. Honce!” Ohwan protested.

“No more!” Jilseponie shot back. “Go now, this day, else I will publicly reveal your treachery to King Danube, discrediting you and bringing upon you the shame you deserve.”

“You will bring about a war between Church and State!” insisted the desperate abbot.

“The Church will abandon you,” Jilseponie assured him. “You know that it will. I offer you the chance to continue your vocation and to find again the heart you have apparently lost, but it is a tentative offer, I assure you. Accept it at once and without condition, or I walk out of here to the King with a tale that will boil his blood.”

Abbot Ohwan’s expression shifted through many emotions, from fear to denial to anger. Finally, like an animal that has been backed into an inescapable corner, he squared his shoulders and stood tall. “Thus you play God,” he said, his voice full of contempt, his face locked in a defiant glare.

Jilseponie didn’t blink. “If I played human, you would now be lying in a pool of your own blood,” she said calmly, and then Abbot Ohwan did shrink back and blanch.

Jilseponie was no less sure of her actions as she headed back to Castle Ursal, armed with the information she had subsequently pried from the defeated abbot. This was not a fight that she had ever wanted, and it saddened her profoundly. But neither was it a fight that she could avoid, and certainly not one that she intended to lose.

She knocked on the door of Constance Pemblebury’s rooms and this time, waited for a response.

A sleepy-eyed Constance answered the door, opening it just a bit and peeking around it. A flash of anger accompanied the flash of recognition when she saw who had come calling, but she held her composure well.

“I must speak with you,” Jilseponie remarked.

“Then speak.”

“In private.”

“Say what you must here and now or go away,” said Constance, squaring her shoulders. “I’ve no time—”

Before she could finish, Jilseponie dropped her shoulder and shoved through the door, crossing into the room and slamming the door closed behind her.

“Queen or not,” Constance yelled defiantly, “you have no right to invade my private quarters!”

“A minor transgression, I would say, when measured beside your own perceived right to invade my body,” Jilseponie answered.

Constance started to respond but stopped short, caught by surprise—and caught by the stunning and true accusation. “W-what?” she stammered. “You speak nonsense.”

“I have just come from Abbot Ohwan,” Jilseponie said calmly. “And from the kitchens of Castle Ursal before that. I know about the herbs to prevent pregnancy, Constance, and I know as well about the exceptionally high dose you chose to add to my food.”

“What evidence?” Constance started to ask, trying to stand bold and defiant.

“Was it not enough for you to keep me barren?” Jilseponie asked. “Did you have to go after my very life in addition?”

“You do not know—”

“I know,” Jilseponie growled so forcefully that Constance backed away a step. “And so will King Danube unless—”

“Unless?” the woman interrupted, more eagerly than she wanted to reveal.

“Unless Constance Pemblebury takes her leave of Castle Ursal, and of Ursal altogether,” Jilseponie explained. “Go away, Constance. Go far away. To Yorkey County or to Entel or all the way to Behren, if that is what best suits you. But far away.”

“Impossible!” Constance shrieked.

“Your only option,” Jilseponie calmly answered. “I know what you did and can prove it openly, if you force me to. I can reveal your treason to the King and the court and, worse for you, to all the folk of Ursal if need be. Is that the path you will force me to take? To destroy you utterly?”

“I cannot leave!”

“You cannot stay,” Jilseponie was quick to reply. “This is no debate. I came to offer you this one chance to be gone from Ursal and from my life. I’ll not suffer an assassin to live in my own house.”

“Your house?” Constance roared indignantly, and she came forward, poking a finger Jilseponie’s way. “Your house? You do not even belong here, peasant! Your house is in the Timberlands, in the forest with the other vulgar creatures—”

Jilseponie slapped her across the face, and she fell back, stunned.

“Be sensible and do not force my hand,” Jilseponie said quietly, calmly, and powerfully. “You have betrayed me, and thus, whatever your feelings, you have committed treason against the Crown. A simple and undeniable fact. If you force me to reveal your treachery, I shall, and woe to Constance Pemblebury, and woe to her children, who would be kings.”

The mention of the children seemed to steal the ire from the woman, though she stood very still, trembling, her eyes darting all about, as if looking for some escape.

“Be gone,” said Jilseponie. “Be long gone from the castle and the city.”

Constance trembled so violently that Jilseponie feared that she would simply fall over. “My children,” Constance said, her voice barely above a whisper.

“They may remain at Castle Ursal, if that is what you desire,” Jilseponie replied, “or take them with you. The choice is yours to make—have you never understood that I am no threat to Merwick and Torrence or their ascension to the throne, if that is how the fates play out?” Jilseponie shook her head and chuckled helplessly. Nor was she ever a threat to Constance, she thought. A part of her wanted to tell that to the beleaguered woman then, to try to reason with Constance and salvage …

Salvage what? For truly it had gone too far. There was no repairing her relationship with Constance Pemblebury, Jilseponie knew, especially given Constance’s obvious feelings for King Danube. Constance’s hatred of Jilseponie went deeper than any fears the woman had for her children. Constance’s hatred was rooted in irrational and irreversible jealousy; and since Jilseponie could not alter King Danube’s heartfelt feelings, nothing she could say or do would repair things. Nor, given the wretchedness of the woman and her cronies at court, did Jilseponie have any desire to do so. No, the only remedy here, short of an open trial for treason, was for Jilseponie to follow her original plan.

“There is nothing left for us to discuss,” she said, holding her hand up to Constance to stem any forthcoming remarks. “I have given you the choices—you must do whatever you believe to be best for you, though I warn you one more time that I have all the evidence needed to convict you in open court.”

She patted her open hand toward Constance as the woman started to speak, then gave her one last stare, turned, and headed for the door.

“How long?” came the shaky question behind her.

Jilseponie turned, and her heart sank at the pitiful sight that was Constance Pemblebury.

“How long do I have before I must go?” the woman asked, her voice breaking with each word.

“Tomorrow will be your last day in Castle Ursal, with one day after that to secure passage out of the city,” Jilseponie replied, and she knew that Constance would have little trouble securing her passage from her many wealthy and influential friends. “And beware of how you wag your tongue concerning your unexpected departure,” Jilseponie warned. “Implicate or deride me in any manner, and I will reveal my evidence and demand a trial.”

“Witch,” Constance muttered as the Queen turned again to leave.

Jilseponie accepted the insult and continued on her way. She felt good about her generous decision, though she understood that allowing Constance to leave would likely mean more trouble for her somewhere down the road.


Chapter 23
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Lady Dasslerond’s Awful Secret

BECAUSE THEY’D HAD TO WAIT UNTIL THE FIRST SNOWS, THE WANDERING TRIO now found themselves trapped in Dundalis for the winter, but it was not wholly unpleasant for Aydrian, De’Unnero, and Sadye. The folk of Dundalis treated them well, welcoming them with open arms. The town was larger now than in the days of Elbryan’s childhood, its population having nearly tripled during the days of the plague, since Dundalis sat on the main route to the Barbacan and the covenant of Avelyn. Still, the folk were, for the most part, of a similar type as those who had always inhabited Dundalis and so many of the other frontier communities. Close-knit by necessity, trusting one another, the community of Dundalis survived through cooperation. Aydrian, with his tracking abilities, De’Unnero, with his strong work ethic and many, many skills, and Sadye, with her haunting and entertaining ballads, soon proved welcome additions to the somewhat stagnant community.

Up there, in the dark north on a midwinter night, the trio witnessed the rare sight of the Halo, the spectacular multicolored rings of Corona, glowing majestically in the sky with a surreal, supernatural beauty that transcended earthly bounds. To De’Unnero and to Sadye, the sight was a spiritual experience, confirmation to the former monk that, despite the transgressions of the weretiger, he remained within the good graces of St. Abelle and God. For Aydrian, the Halo proved a more confusing sight, a hint that there might be something greater than this mortal presence and existence. The young man, who had constructed his own theories and pathways to immortality, found that revelation, combined with his confrontation with the dead, strangely unsettling.

The Dundalis nights were also the setting for other seemingly mystical events: music drifting on the evening breeze, haunting and melancholy. The three would find themselves merely sitting and enjoying the distant sounds, oblivious of them for many minutes. Among the group, only De’Unnero thought he knew the source, and the former monk wasn’t pleased at all to learn that the wretched Bradwarden might still be about the forests of the Timberlands.

He contemplated going out in tiger form to do battle with the centaur, but only briefly. For the ever-pragmatic De’Unnero recognized that if he so engaged Bradwarden, but did not kill the centaur, then he might be alerting others, Jilseponie most of all, that he was still about. Given the true lineage of his newest traveling companion, that would not be a good thing.

“You know of the source,” Sadye said to him one night when the piping drifted into their small cottage.

“Perhaps,” De’Unnero replied. “Perhaps not. It is not important.”

“I should like to meet the player.”

“No,” De’Unnero answered bluntly, and he quickly smiled and lightened the mood. “The Forest Ghost, as that one is called, has been piping in the Timberlands for decades,” he explained, and that part of his dodge was honest enough. “Some say it is a man, others a horse, others say something in between.”

Sadye’s eyes narrowed. “Bradwarden, then,” she reasoned with a sly smile.

De’Unnero knew that he was caught. Sadye was an impossible one to bluff! “It may be,” he admitted. “And that would make any meeting disastrous at best.”

Sadye nodded her understanding and agreement. “Though I would love to meet him,” she said quietly, moving closer to De’Unnero, that he could wrap his strong arms about her.

“As would I,” the former monk whispered under his breath; but he knew, if Sadye did not, that his enjoyment at meeting the troublesome centaur would be of a very different nature indeed!

Still another call found them during those long and dark nights—or found Aydrian, at least.

“There is something out there,” he explained to his two companions late in the season, “calling to me.”

De’Unnero glanced at Sadye, and both did well to hide their alarm, thinking that the young man might be speaking of Bradwarden or perhaps of some other former friend of his dead father.

“What is it?” Sadye prompted.

“I know not,” Aydrian admitted. “I only know that it calls to me—perhaps only to me.”

“Ignore the feeling,” De’Unnero instructed. “Our time here grows short, and there is nothing else about that is worth our time or trouble.”

“But—”

“Ignore it,” the former monk said again, more forcefully. “The forests about Dundalis are not to be taken lightly. There are many things out there better left alone—Lady Dasslerond and her kin, perhaps, among them.”

His reference to the Touel’alfar did give Aydrian pause, and so he nodded and excused himself, and went to his private bed. He was soon fast asleep.

Only to awaken sometime later, hearing again that strange and insistent call in his mind. He recognized that gemstone magic was somehow involved in this strange communication, but it was like nothing he had ever heard before, nothing he had ever seen from Dasslerond or the other elves. Furthermore, the source of the communication seemed somehow different than anything Aydrian had ever experienced. He thought of waking De’Unnero and demanding that they go to investigate, but as he considered that option, as he considered the monk’s somewhat stern warning, Aydrian decided that this choice was his own to make.

He was dressed soon after and out of the house, Hawkwing slung over his shoulder, Tempest strapped to his waist. During the day, he didn’t dare show his recent acquisitions, but no one in the town was awake, he knew.

The snow was still deep, but Aydrian found paths windblown enough to navigate in the general direction of the call. He walked for hours, too excited to feel the cold wind. Then, in a small clearing some miles from Dundalis, his efforts found their reward.

There stood a stallion, and such a horse Aydrian had never seen! Such a magnificent horse he had never believed existed! The steed’s coat glistened black in the moonlight, with a white crest between its eyes and white socks on its muscled legs. The wild black mane told Aydrian that this creature was no man’s pet or possession.

He heard the call again, a greeting, a question, a connection that he sensed was as confusing to the horse as it was to him.

The stallion reared and Aydrian noted a flash in the muscled area at the center of its powerful chest.

“A gemstone,” he breathed, and he understood that to be the telepathic connection. “Who are you?” he asked, approaching.

The horse reared again and whinnied threateningly, but Aydrian didn’t shy away. He reached into his pouch and produced the soul stone, then went out with his spirit to explore.

Symphony—for of course it was Symphony, the horse of Nightbird, though Aydrian didn’t know it—accepted that communication eagerly at first, but then, suddenly, and for some reason that Aydrian did not understand, the stallion resisted, obviously alarmed. Aydrian blinked open his eyes to see the stallion whinnying and rearing, kicking out at him, then leaping away.

But Aydrian would not let Symphony run away! No, this would be his horse, he had already decided. This was the horse of a king, of a conqueror, an unparalleled mount for an unparalleled leader. He flew through the soul stone again, his thoughts rushing into Symphony aggressively, commanding and not parlaying with the beast.

The horse responded with a wave of denial, of repulsion, throwing back at Aydrian a wall of instinctive fear and rage.

But they were in the realm of the gemstones now, and no creature in all the world could stand against the dark willpower of Aydrian. The struggle went on and on, much as a man might break a horse with a saddle. Symphony recoiled, and Aydrian pressed further. Still more, and the horse tried to back away; but there was no escape in this realm, nowhere for the powerful stallion to run. Relentlessly, growing in confidence and in intensity, Aydrian charged on.

And when Aydrian broke the connection at last, Symphony obediently walked over to him. For the first time, Symphony had, not a partner, but a master.

The future king had his horse.

“You’ve seen twenty winters,” Aydrian remarked, examining the truly magnificent beast.

“Thirty’d be closer to me own guess,” came a resonant voice from the side. The startled Aydrian drew Tempest and spun to see a curious and imposing creature, with a human head and torso set upon the body of a horse!

“Who are ye, boy, and what’re ye doin’ with me friend Symphony?” the centaur asked.

“Symphony?” Aydrian echoed quietly, hardly able to breathe, for it was all falling into place now. He had heard of Symphony, and knew of the speaker, Bradwarden, from Belli’mar Juraviel’s old tales. Yes, this all made sense. He smiled eagerly at the centaur, who returned the look for just a moment.

But then Bradwarden noticed and recognized the blade in Aydrian’s hand. “So, ye’re more than a grave robber then,” the centaur reasoned.

Aydrian followed Bradwarden’s gaze to his hand, to Tempest. “Hardly a robber,” he said. “Merely taking that which is rightfully mine, from the graves and from the forest.” As he finished, he brought his hand up to stroke the neck of the horse—his horse. “Tempest went from Mather to Nightbird. Hawkwing belonged to Nightbird, as did Symphony. And now they, all three, move to Nighthawk, as is proper.”

Bradwarden stared at him curiously. “Nighthawk?” he asked.

“Tai’maqwilloq,” Aydrian stated proudly. “I am Nighthawk, the ranger of Festertool, the son—”

“Ranger?” Bradwarden interrupted. “And where did ye learn to be a ranger?”

Aydrian, not appreciating the demeaning tone, squared his shoulders. “Properly trained by those who instruct the rangers,” he answered.

Bradwarden’s expression grew even more confused, for the centaur had not been informed of any new rangers coming out his way—and was certain that Dasslerond and Juraviel would surely have alerted him. Besides, this one hardly seemed old enough to have completed the rigorous training the Touel’alfar exacted upon the rangers.

“Ye best be lettin’ go o’ the horse, boy, and givin’ meself the bow and the sword until I—”

“Come and take them,” Aydrian challenged with a wry grin.

“Don’t ye be a fool, boy,” Bradwarden warned.

“As my father carried them, so shall I,” Aydrian answered resolutely, and Bradwarden, who had indeed begun to stride toward him, abruptly halted.

“What d’ye say?” the centaur asked.

“As these belonged to Nightbird,” Aydrian answered boldly, “so they pass to Nighthawk, the son of Nightbird. I’ll not ask your permission, centaur, to take that which is rightfully mine.”

“Son of Nightbird?” Bradwarden asked doubtfully.

Aydrian stared at him hard, not backing down an inch.

“Ye’re meanin’ that ye’re the Touel’alfar’s appointed follower to Nightbird,” the centaur reasoned.

“Son of Nightbird. By blood, and soon enough by deed,” Aydrian assured him. “Nightbird, Elbryan, was my father, and I am a ranger, trained as was he. I claim Tempest and Hawkwing and Symphony, and let any who refute that claim stand before me now and learn the truth.” He brandished Tempest as he spoke, and Symphony reared and whinnied again.

Bradwarden hardly knew what to say; and he stood there, shaking his head, unable to even argue, as Aydrian mounted Symphony and trotted off into the forest.

Bradwarden was deeply troubled during the next few days. He knew that he should have confronted Aydrian, should have demanded the complete tale from the obviously lying young upstart. And yet Bradwarden could not deny the strange familiarity he had felt when looking at the boy and the nagging sensation that this young warrior was not lying.

But how could it be?

Bradwarden soon enough learned the problem of holding those doubts. He had assumed that finding young Nighthawk would prove no difficult feat, since he had figured that the “ranger” would haunt the region, as Nightbird had for so many years. To his surprise, only a few days later, he learned that Aydrian and his other companions, an older man and a woman, had left Dundalis for the south, with Aydrian riding a large black stallion.

Bradwarden tried to find their trail, even traveled far past Caer Tinella in pursuit. But, alas, the trio were moving swiftly, as if expecting the pursuit, and the centaur realized that he could not catch up to them before they reached Palmaris.

So Bradwarden returned to his forest home, to the cairns and the trails that had so often shown the tracks of mighty Symphony, leading the wild horses of the area. He tried to dismiss Nighthawk and the rest of it—Bradwarden had never been Symphony’s protector, of course, as Elbryan had never been the horse’s master. Nor did the centaur pretend to understand the designs of Dasslerond and her rangers.

He tried to put it out of his mind as the weeks passed, though of course, he could not, and his worries were only multiplied one night when a quiet and melodious voice called out to him.

“How could ye not tell me?” the centaur demanded when Lady Dasslerond and several others of the Touel’alfar walked into view.

“Then he has been here,” Dasslerond reasoned.

“Ye send a ranger with no warnin’ to me?” the centaur asked. “Why, I almost killed the boy when I saw him holdin’ the damned sword and bow.”

His words obviously surprised and alarmed Dasslerond and the others; and they all exchanged glances, seeming none too happy that the cairns had been pilfered. “The child of Nightbird is no ranger,” the lady of Caer’alfar flatly declared.

Bradwarden started to answer, then started to answer differently as he fully comprehended her words, then simply stammered for a long while, overwhelmed. “Child of Nightbird?” he cried at last. “Ye mean he was speakin’ literally?”

“What did he say?”

“He said he was the damned child o’ Nightbird, though I wasn’t thinkin’ he meant it!” Bradwarden roared. “How can it be? I knowed Nightbird all the time he was out o’ yer care, and knowed Jilseponie, too. She lost her only—” Bradwarden stopped as the awful truth came to him then. “Ye can’t mean …” he started slowly, hesitantly, shaking his head.

“Aydrian is the son of Nightbird and of Jilseponie,” Lady Dasslerond replied evenly. “Taken from Jilseponie outside Palmaris, else both mother and child would have perished from the attack of the demon Markwart.”

Bradwarden sputtered over that for a long while!

“We did as we thought best,” Dasslerond explained.

“Ye never telled her!” Bradwarden roared. “She’s sittin’ on a throne in far-off Ursal, never knowin’ that she’s got herself a child—Nightbird’s child! Ye stupid elf! I should throttle ye with me own hands!”

“Enough!” Dasslerond demanded, and she waved her hands to calm her minions, all of them seeming more than ready to engage the centaur should he make any move toward their beloved lady. “It is not our place to explain ourselves to the lesser races.”

“Even if ye ignore all decency?” Bradwarden asked.

“I do what is necessary,” Lady Dasslerond countered. “What is necessary for the Touel’alfar and not for a meaningless little human woman.”

“The Queen of Honce-the-Bear,” Bradwarden reminded.

“Indeed,” Dasslerond replied. “And that is why I have sought you out, Bradwarden. Jilseponie knows of us.”

“Yerself and yer kin made of yerselves more than tales about the fire in the recent past,” the centaur replied.

“She knows of Andur’Blough Inninness and other secrets.”

“Are ye still frettin’ that she’ll give away yer sword-dancing?” Bradwarden asked incredulously. “She’s been a score o’ months and more on the throne. If she wanted to wage war—”

“We have only come out of prudence,” Dasslerond interrupted. “To learn what we may from Bradwarden, who knows Jilseponie well.”

The centaur mulled over the words for a bit, weighing them against the unlikely coincidence that Lady Dasslerond, who rarely ventured from her sheltered valley, should pick this time to come forth, so soon after the arrival, and departure, of the one who called himself Nighthawk. He saw the lie for what it was.

“Ye came out because ye sensed that the sword and the bow had been disturbed,” he accused, and he knew well that the elves could do things like that, had some strange connection to anything elvish or elvish-made. “Ye came out after yer escaped secret, and how could ye be keeping such a thing?” His voice boomed in indignation. “And keepin’ the truth from the mother, too! Ah, but ye’ve stepped across a line here! And what an awful secret ye’ve kept!”

“More awful than you imagine,” Lady Dasslerond quietly replied, her tone and her agreement giving the angry centaur pause. “The boy is wild and beyond all control. He is no ranger and does not deserve to hold the sword or the bow. Truly Belli’mar Juraviel would be pained to learn that the last bow his father ever crafted fell to the hands of Aydrian.”

Bradwarden could hardly believe her words.

“If the means befell me to destroy Aydrian, then I would, without remorse,” Dasslerond said coldly.

“He is the son of Nightbird and of Jilseponie, no small thing,” the centaur remarked.

Dasslerond shook her head. “Of both and of neither, I say,” she insisted. “He is the seed of something darker.” She looked up plaintively at the centaur. “We envisioned Aydrian as the savior of Andur’Blough Inninness. We thought his bloodline and his immersion into training would bring to us the one capable of erasing the demon stain from our land. Alas, now I fear that our savior has deserted us to become a greater stain upon the wider world.”

The gravity of her tone stole all protests from Bradwarden’s mouth, for he knew Dasslerond well and understood that she did not speak lightly or idly of such things, that she, who had faced Bestesbulzibar, did not easily admit her fears.

“Ye should’ve telled Jilseponie,” he said.

Dasslerond half shrugged, half nodded, not conceding but not disputing the reasoning. “The point is moot,” she said. “For he is out and about. Perhaps Jilseponie will learn of him in time—I doubt that one such as Aydrian will have no influence on the world—or perhaps the fates will be kinder and the boy will be killed.”

“Harsh words,” said Bradwarden.

Dasslerond again offered a noncommittal look, and the coldness of her indifference showed Bradwarden the sincerity of her hatred for Aydrian and sent a shudder along the centaur’s normally unshakable spine. “We had hoped to find him out here,” she said.

“He is long gone.”

“Perhaps that is better, for our sakes,” the lady admitted, and again, Bradwarden was taken aback, understanding then that he could hardly comprehend the depth and the strength of this renegade ranger.

“From you, we ask only your prudence and your silence,” Dasslerond went on. “Should you find occasion to speak with Jilseponie again, I trust that you will remain silent concerning the taken child.”

“ ’Tis a lot ye’re askin’.”

“Would you then welcome a war between Honce-the-Bear and my people?” Lady Dasslerond asked bluntly. “For who can predict the reaction of Queen Jilseponie?”

Bradwarden believed that he knew Jilseponie better than to expect any such thing, but he had to admit that Dasslerond had a point. The centaur had pretty much remained out of the politics and intrigue of humans for many years, and now he was thinking that to be the better course for him. In the end, he agreed with Dasslerond and promised, in addition, to keep a careful watch over the region, and to put out a call to her if Aydrian, this young Nighthawk, ever returned.

When the centaur took his leave of the elven lady and her entourage later on, he wandered the forest trails. Many times did Bradwarden put his pipes to his lips that night, thinking to play his haunting songs, but not once did he find the heart to blow as much as a single note.

The peace of the forest remained, it seemed, but the peace in Bradwarden’s heart had been shattered.

He traveled to the grave of Nightbird, and spent many hours remembering his old friend.

And hoping.


Chapter 24
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The Road to Ursal

“I THINK IT BETTER TO SKIRT THE CITY,” DE’UNNERO SAID TO SADYE AS THEY crested a hill and came in sight of the mighty city of Ursal, the many sails beyond the docks and the great castle and abbey set on the hill facing the water.

“You fear that Aydrian will hear talk of his mother the queen,” Sadye reasoned, and both glanced back at Aydrian and Symphony, who were just crossing the gully behind them.

“I fear that he will hear things from the wrong perspective,” De’Unnero explained. “He is ready to learn the truth, I think, but not the adoring lies that would inevitably accompany that truth on the streets of Jilseponie’s city.” He looked back at Aydrian again. “Come here, lad,” he said. “Come and see the greatest city in all the world.”

Aydrian hardly had to urge Symphony forward, the great stallion picking up the pace as soon as he hit the upward slope. The awe on Aydrian’s face was visible when he, too, saw the view of Ursal, his eyes wide, his smile bright. Almost without thinking, he urged Symphony on, but De’Unnero caught the horse’s rein and held him back.

“Are we not going in?” a surprised Aydrian asked.

“Not now,” De’Unnero answered. “We have business to the east. Important business. It would not do well to reveal ourselves within Ursal at this time.”

Those last words caught Aydrian’s attention and he looked at the former monk curiously.

“You see the castle?” De’Unnero asked.

“How could I not?” Aydrian asked with a grin.

“Tell me again of your mother,” De’Unnero prompted, and Aydrian’s smile disappeared.

“I know nothing of her, not even her name,” the young ranger remarked sourly. “She died in childbirth.…”

“No, she did not,” said De’Unnero.

Aydrian’s face went stone cold.

“I confirmed it when we were in Dundalis,” De’Unnero lied, for he did not want Aydrian to figure out that he had been lying to him, by omission at least, since first they met. “It is as I suspected, confirmed by reliable sources. Your father, Nightbird, had but one lover, one wife, and she did not die when you were born, though surely the world would have been spared much misery if she had.”

Sadye winced at those harsh words.

“Do you see the castle, lad?” De’Unnero asked again. “There is your mother, Jilseponie, queen of Honce-the-Bear.”

“W-what?” the stunned young man stammered, and he swayed as if he might fall off his horse.

“Jilseponie, once the wife of Elbryan and now the wife of King Danube Brock Ursal,” De’Unnero explained. “ ’Twas she who gave birth to you on a battle-ravaged field outside Palmaris. There can be no doubt.”

“But Lady Dasslerond—”

“Lied to you,” De’Unnero finished. “Does that surprise you?”

Aydrian started to respond, then stopped, then started again, but just shook his head, his words trailing away into grunts and soft moans.

“You missed nothing through your ignorance, I assure you,” said De’Unnero.

Aydrian turned on him sharply; and Sadye, positioning her horse behind the young ranger, flashed De’Unnero a sour expression and shook her head slowly, trying to tell the eager former monk that he was pushing too hard, too fast.

“But enough,” De’Unnero said abruptly, throwing up his hands. “Look upon the castle, young warrior. Castle Ursal, the home of Jilseponie, your mother. Look upon it and hold faith that it will one day be yours.”

The ranger held fast his angry and hurt posture and expression, but there was no mistaking the flash, the gleam, that flickered behind his eyes at those tantalizing words.

“You will live to hear Jilseponie call you king,” De’Unnero promised. “And to have her explain to you her actions those years ago—when you are in a position of power, when she must tell you the truth.

“But you still have much to learn, about the world and about Jilseponie,” De’Unnero went on. “I will teach you. I will tell you everything about Queen Jilseponie.”

He motioned for the others to follow, then kicked his horse into a trot, taking a route south skirting the great city. True to his word, Marcalo De’Unnero did tell Aydrian about Jilseponie over the next days, as the trio made their way across the rolling southern expanse of Honce-the-Bear, fertile Yorkey County. But unlike his tales of Aydrian’s father—for De’Unnero held Elbryan in high regard and had spoken of the man as a respected rival—his views of Jilseponie were less than complimentary. No, De’Unnero spoke of the woman in the most cynical and jaded terms he could find, claiming that she used tricks instead of honor in personal battles, and even hinting to Aydrian that she likely had abandoned him at birth.

“By your words, I would think that Jilseponie was a more-hated enemy of yours than was Nightbird himself,” Sadye remarked when she and De’Unnero were alone, setting camp that evening, having sent Aydrian out to gather firewood. “And what you label as tricks in battle was nothing more than gemstone magic use, was it not? Not unlike the magical tiger’s paw that Marcalo De’Unnero has ever favored.”

De’Unnero laughed at her. “It is important that the boy feel no bonds to his mother,” he explained. “The fact that he is the son of the Queen could bring us great disaster or great success—it is how we present that situation to Aydrian that may well determine which.”

“The angry young prince comes home?” Sadye asked.

“The angry young prince tears down the home,” De’Unnero replied slyly, “and rebuilds it in a better manner.” He saw then the clouds of doubt passing over Sadye’s face. “What I tell him is true enough.”

“From your perspective,” she replied.

“Is there any other honest perspective I might offer?” De’Unnero asked. “Am I to claim that Jilseponie and Avelyn are the light and the truth? Am I to agree with the preposterous notion that somehow Avelyn Desbris, the murderer and heretic, truly brought forth the miracles others have attributed to him? Am I to praise the present state of the kingdom? Of the Church? What then for us? Outcasts and outlaws?”

“The politics of personal gain?” Sadye asked.

“Is that not the current situation?” De’Unnero was quick to respond. “Fio Bou-raiy is the father abbot of the Abellican Church, something that never should have happened. The man is no great leader and no true Abellican. He has neither the generous heart of Agronguerre nor the glorious vision of Markwart. He is a bureaucrat and nothing more, a schemer of the greatest measure, hardly trustworthy, hardly worthy in any sense of the word.”

Sadye gave a sly smile. “Pray, do not embellish your words,” she said sarcastically. “Tell me bluntly how you feel.”

De’Unnero gave a self-deprecating chuckle, only then realizing how strongly he disliked Fio Bou-raiy. “Abbot Olin of Entel should have succeeded Agronguerre, without doubt,” he said calmly. “Only the politics of personal gain prevented that ascension. You cannot imagine the depths of intrigue among the members of St.-Mere-Abelle’s hierarchy. It is all a game, and one hardly related to the teachings of St. Abelle and the intentions of God.”

“And if we must play such a game, then better that we play to win,” Sadye agreed.

“Aydrian will rightfully despise his mother and all that she has come to represent,” De’Unnero remarked. “In the Church, at least,” he added, “and if in the State, as well, then so be it.”

Sadye nodded and offered no more questions that hinted at dissent. For whatever she might think of De’Unnero’s current tactics concerning the boy, she knew that she was enjoying this.

They kept the distant skyline of the Belt-and-Buckle Mountains on their right always, and kept the setting sun at their backs, traveling at a swift but easy pace. They smelled the sea before they saw it, and then saw, too, another mighty city, though very different from Ursal, with low and ornate stone buildings built on many levels of the long sloping hillside that led down to the enormous docks—docks more extensive than those of Palmaris and Ursal combined! Twisting pillars rose everywhere, their tops buttressed by round-edged balconies, and top walls delicately bending together into a point, like a closed flower waiting to blossom.

And the colors! Pink and white stone, shining brilliantly in the southern sun, adorned every structure. All of the folk—and there seemed thousands and thousands of them clamoring about the many markets—wore bright white robes or many-colored and vivid outfits.

That was the thing that struck Aydrian most of all about his first view of Entel: the colors and the bustle.

He went into the city beside his companions, wide-eyed and mesmerized.

Marcalo De’Unnero’s expression was not so innocent, though he was no less eager than the young ranger, wondering how he might be greeted after all these years by his old friend—or comrade, at least—Abbot Olin.

“He will speak with me,” De’Unnero insisted to the brothers standing vigilant before the doors of St. Bondabruce, the larger of the two abbeys in Entel.

“Good sir,” said one of the young brothers in his thick Entel accent, which made the word “good” sound more like “gude.” “Abbot Olin is not in the habit of allowing personal meetings. You may enter and pray—our doors are ever open—and if you attend the eventide service, you might catch sight of the good abbot, should he choose to grace us this evening.”

“Announce me,” said De’Unnero, working very hard to keep calm. “Tell him that an old friend, a former master of St.-Mere-Abelle, has come to speak with him. He will see me.”

The two brothers glanced at each other, wearing skeptical expressions. “The only former masters of St.-Mere-Abelle that I know of are Father Abbot Bou-raiy, Abbot Glendenhook of St. Gwendolyn, and Abbot Tengemen of St. Donnybar. You are not Father Abbot Bou-raiy, obviously, nor Glendenhook, who has visited us before. That would leave Abbot Tengemen, though I have been told that he is nearing his seventieth birthday. Pray, good sir, no more of this foolishness.”

De’Unnero came forward suddenly, grabbing the surprised brother to hold him steady and whispered harshly into his ear. “Tell Abbot Olin that Marcalo De’Unnero has come to speak with him.”

The brother pulled away and stepped back, staring at De’Unnero, his expression showing some recognition of the name, but nothing substantial.

“He will speak with me,” De’Unnero said. When the younger brother didn’t begin to move, he fixed him with a threatening stare. “If you go to Abbot Olin, and he refuses me an audience, then you will have lost nothing. But if you do not go to Abbot Olin, and he later learns that an old friend and colleague was turned away without his even being given the opportunity to see him …”

The confused young brother looked to his companion, who nodded, and then he went into the abbey. A few moments later, he returned, seeming flustered. “You will open your tunic,” the man instructed. “If you are who you say …”

“Then I must have this scar,” De’Unnero answered, pulling wide his shirt, “from a wound received when the powries came to St.-Mere-Abelle.”

There were the scars from that long-ago fight, and the young brother bowed and motioned for De’Unnero to follow.

“You do not know enough about the history of Marcalo De’Unnero to question me for authenticity before going to Abbot Olin?” De’Unnero asked the man. When the young brother merely shrugged and continued on his way, De’Unnero grabbed his shoulder, stopping him abruptly and turning him.

“How old are you?” he demanded.

“Twenty and two,” the brother answered.

“It was not that long ago,” De’Unnero insisted, and he could not keep the sharp pain out of his voice. To think that he, and the momentous events that had so shaped the present-day kingdom, could be so easily forgotten! And by a brother of the Abellican Order, the Church dedicated to preserving history!

The young brother stared at him wide-eyed, obviously having no idea of how he should respond.

“Take me to Abbot Olin,” De’Unnero said firmly and with disgust.

He hardly recognized the man when he entered Olin’s private audience chamber, a second poignant reminder to De’Unnero that many years had passed since their days of battle, since the days when Markwart had tried to bring the Abellican Church to new and greater heights, only to be thwarted by Jilseponie and Elbryan in Chasewind Manor. Old, his hair thin and stark white, and bent over his desk, hunchbacked Abbot Olin Gentille appeared much more frail than De’Unnero remembered him. That is, until the old man looked up.

The fires were there, De’Unnero clearly saw. Angry, simmering. Olin’s physical frailties hid well that energy within, but in merely looking into those blazing eyes, Marcalo De’Unnero knew that he had been wise to come here, knew that this angry old man would prove a valuable ally.

“Unbelievable,” Abbot Olin muttered.

“That I am alive? Or that I dare to come out into the open once more?” De’Unnero asked.

“Both,” said Olin. “The fallen bishop, the fallen leader of the Brothers Repentant, who revealed himself as the weretiger, and thus, likely, the murderer of Baron Bildeborough. And here you are, alive still, when so many others, whose roads seemed so much easier, have long ago fallen.”

“Perhaps it is the will of God,” said De’Unnero, and though he was only half joking, Abbot Olin burst out into cackling laughter.

“God abandoned the world long ago,” the old man said. And De’Unnero couldn’t keep the surprise from his face—or his joy at hearing Olin speaking such blasphemous words.

“God tries us to the limits of our tolerance,” De’Unnero replied.

“Beyond those limits,” muttered Olin.

“To the weak,” De’Unnero was quick to counter. “Because those who break and fail are not deserving of the ultimate triumph at the end. Have you broken, Abbot Olin?”

The old man stared at him skeptically. “Why are you here?” he asked. “Why is Marcalo De’Unnero even still alive?”

Now it was De’Unnero’s turn to laugh, but when he finished, he came forward suddenly, leaning his hands on Abbot Olin’s desk, putting his very serious face close to the old man’s equally intense one. “Because it is not over,” De’Unnero said ominously, “because we have gone astray, far astray, and I intend to fight to my last breath to bring the Church back to the proper path.”

“That again?” Olin cried in response. “Are we back to rehashing the follies of Markwart? He lost, the ambitious fool, and was discredited. There is no going back. Neither the Church nor the people would allow it.”

“And so you believe that the Church’s present incarnation is correct?” De’Unnero asked skeptically. “The election of Fio Bou-raiy to father abbot was proper, a position the man deserved?” He noted Olin’s futile attempt to hide his scowl at that painful reminder.

“It was the decision of the College of Abbots,” the old man replied, his lips very tight. “I have no choice but to accept it.”

De’Unnero wore a perfectly awful smile then, and he leaned forward even further and whispered. “Suppose that I could offer you a choice?”

Olin pulled back and sat up as straight as his battered old body could manage. He crossed his hands before him and stared at De’Unnero for many minutes without so much as blinking.

“I’ve no time for this,” the old abbot said at length. “I am surprised and amused, I must admit, to see you alive and to see you here. You must understand that the Church would never deign to allow you any voice. The Church would not even allow you back in as a simple member, despite their claims of the hope of redemption. Do you know that Jilseponie is the queen of Honce-the-Bear? Do you know that she is also a sovereign sister of St. Honce—and some claim that since Abbot Ohwan’s unexplained departure from the abbey she has assumed some degree of control there? Do you know that Avelyn is now formally beatified? Well on his way to a sainthood with at least two miracles sanctioned by the Church?”

De’Unnero nodded through it all, and his smug agreement only seemed to infuriate Olin—another sign that the old man’s bitterness was deeply entrenched. “How much do you hate them?” De’Unnero asked quietly, and Olin bit back the rest of his speech and stared hard and incredulously.

“How much?” De’Unnero pressed. “You despise Fio Bou-raiy—you always have. And while you were no big supporter of Markwart, you knew that he was essentially right, that the Church had grown soft before he took action, and is grown soft again. The gentle shepherds,” De’Unnero said with biting sarcasm. “It is a road of tolerance that will lead to loss of faith. It is a road along which we build shrines to murderers like Avelyn and elevate simple whores like Jilseponie to greatness. Do not look so surprised, Abbot Olin! I speak only that which you already know, that which you would like to scream from the bell tower of St. Bondabruce. How different would the Abellican Church now be if Olin had been elected father abbot, as he should have been? Would Jilseponie now be a sovereign sister?”

“No!” the man replied sharply, slamming his hands on his desk, all pretense of composure flown. “Never that!”

“Then let us change it,” De’Unnero remarked, his conniving smile returning. “Let us take the whole of the Church, and of the kingdom, and steer it back to the proper course.”

“How?” the old man asked, his tone full of doubt, even ridicule. “Has your body survived while your mind has withered? Are you the opposite of broken Olin?”

“I have not journeyed to Entel alone,” De’Unnero explained. “I rode in alongside one who carries the sword of Elbryan, the bow of Elbryan, and a direct bloodline to the throne, though his mother does not even know he exists.”

“What nonsense—”

“He is the son of Jilseponie and Elbryan, strong with sword and gemstones,” De’Unnero declared.

“The Queen has no son,” Olin protested.

“But she does,” De’Unnero replied. “The child thought lost when she battled Father Abbot Markwart. He lives.”

“And you have spent the last decade and more with him?” Olin asked.

“I found him only recently,” De’Unnero admitted, “and quite by accident. As sure a sign from God as Marcalo De’Unnero has ever witnessed. Aydrian, the boy, has provided me the opportunity to return and the proof I needed to understand that my fight was not in vain and, more important, was not in error.”

“How can you be so certain of his identity?” asked the obviously intrigued Olin.

“I know,” said De’Unnero, “from his power with the gemstones to his skill with the blade. He was taken by the Touel’alfar and trained by them.”

“Then he is akin to his father, and no ally of Marcalo De’Unnero,” said Olin.

De’Unnero’s grin showed Olin that he could not be more wrong.

“What do you propose?” Olin asked after a long silence. “How might an undeclared, unknown child who is not of Danube’s blood offer us anything we might use to bring about any of the changes you say you desire? Are you wasting my time, Marcalo De’Unnero, and offering me things that are impossible?”

De’Unnero pulled up a chair then, and spent the rest of the day speaking with Olin, but only in general terms, sharing a vision of the Church and the world that he knew the old man would embrace, despite his reluctance and his doubts. He didn’t reveal his second secret to the abbot, concerning the parchments he had kept all these years and now had rolled up beneath his tunic.

When they finished, Abbot Olin spent a long time sitting in his chair, staring and thinking. “I will see what I might learn,” he at last agreed. “Though I understand not at all how any of this will make a difference in the world. We agree that things are not as we would desire—”

“Are not as God would desire,” De’Unnero interrupted, and his words brought a burst of laughter from Abbot Olin.

“Do you doubt?”

“Do I believe that there is a God who cares?” Olin replied.

It was De’Unnero’s turn to sit back and take a more informed measure of this man across the desk from him. He had come in here thinking to appeal to the piousness he had always thought to be within Abbot Olin, to elevate the discussion, the plan, to the level of a holy crusade. Had he miscalculated? He looked hard at Olin, then, and finally asked, and bluntly, “Does it matter?”

“Return to me tomorrow, after vespers,” said Olin, and De’Unnero took his leave.

“ ‘But hear ye all and scribe in stone,’ ” Abbot Olin read from a parchment spread upon his desk the moment De’Unnero entered his private audience hall the next night and the escort went away. “ ‘That should Jilseponie bear a child, then that child, male or female, will enter the line of succession immediately behind me, above even Prince Midalis of Vanguard.’ ” Olin looked up, smiling. “So declared King Danube Brock Ursal on the day of his wedding to Jilseponie.”

Marcalo De’Unnero’s eyes sparkled as he digested the words—a declaration more promising than anything he could have ever hoped to hear. “What else did King Danube say concerning the offspring of Jilseponie?” he asked, seeming almost afraid of the answer.

“Nothing,” said Olin. “Since he believed, as we all believed, that Jilseponie had never borne a child, he saw no need to address that potential problem. And since he believed then and still believes that she would never betray him—and even if she did, the rumors seem true that the woman is barren.”

“He said nothing more because there was nothing more to be said,” De’Unnero summed up. “But what does this truly mean? Those words would never be accepted in context given this extraordinary situation.”

“Your companion will not ascend the throne without a war,” Olin assured De’Unnero. “But in the event of King Danube’s demise, your companion does have a claim to the throne, one that will be decided by the noble court or by battle.”

De’Unnero sat back in his seat, reminding himself that patience was the key to all this. He had an idea, a long-term plan to bring Aydrian to prominence and to ride that wave to his own redemption, and Olin’s information certainly allowed that plan to continue. Nothing more.

“How many know of the boy’s parentage?” Olin asked earnestly. At that moment, De’Unnero understood that the old man’s hesitance was a defensive measure and that in truth Olin had embraced De’Unnero’s promise with all his heart.

“Four,” De’Unnero answered, “including the boy and including you.”

“And so you are left with a secret,” Olin then remarked, “a potent one, but one that, I suspect, will bring you nothing but another …”

De’Unnero’s smug expression and movement, the former monk reaching under the folds of his tunic, gave Olin pause.

De’Unnero pulled forth the parchments and tossed them onto Olin’s desk.

“What are these?” the old abbot asked, unrolling them, and recognizing them as navigational charts of the great Mirianic.

“The way to a treasure that mocks the coffers of King Danube himself,” said De’Unnero. “The way to Pimaninicuit.”

Olin’s glowing eyes seemed as if they would fall out of their sockets. “How?” he sputtered. “Why have you … what can you hope …” He looked up, shaking his head in complete disbelief.

“Consider the riches that lie beneath the sands of Pimaninicuit,” De’Unnero remarked, “centuries, millennia, of gemstones fallen from the Halo.”

“They have not been blessed, and so are no longer magical,” Olin countered.

“Do they have to be?” asked De’Unnero. “Is an emerald a thing without value if it is not possessed of magical powers?”

Abbot Olin pushed the parchments back De’Unnero’s way. “This is forbidden,” he declared, obviously terrified by the prospect.

“By whom?”

“Church canon!” Olin cried. “Since the beginning of time. Since the days of St. Abelle!”

“Does it matter?” De’Unnero replied, mimicking Olin’s tone from the previous day’s discussion when the conversation had turned to the matter of God.

Olin spent a long while considering his reply, and the maps on the desk before him. “What do you ask of me?” he asked quietly. “And what are your plans?”

“You have ties to the sailors,” De’Unnero replied. “I will need ships for this journey—fear not, for if there is trouble, your name will not surface.”

“How many ships?”

“As many as I can muster,” De’Unnero replied. “For each will return with a king’s treasure in its hold, the funds we will need to raise an army, the funds we will need, when the time is upon us, to bring Aydrian to the throne of Honce-the-Bear.”

“And then use that gain to reshape the Church,” Olin reasoned.

De’Unnero only smiled.

“King Danube is a younger man than I,” said Olin, “by decades, not years. I will not outlive him.”

The sinister De’Unnero only smiled again.


Chapter 25
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Gray Autumn

IT WAS A GRAY AUTUMN IN URSAL THAT FALL OF GOD’S YEAR 843. THE MOOD AND the sky were one.

“You will go to see them?” Duke Kalas asked Danube one rainy afternoon. The two were walking in the garden, despite the rain and the chill wind, speaking of Constance and Danube’s sons, who were now living in Yorkeytown, the largest city in Yorkey County, the rolling farmlands east of Ursal and a favored retreat for the nobles of Danube’s court.

“My place is here, beside my wife,” Danube replied resolutely, and he didn’t miss Duke Kalas’ wince.

“It is commonplace for a king and queen to winter separately,” Kalas reminded.

“For a king to winter with his former lover?” Danube replied with a chuckle. “With the mother of his two children?”

“Constance would be pleased to see you,” said Kalas, who had recently visited the banished noblewoman and had not been pleased by what he had seen.

“I’ll hear no more of it,” said Danube.

“They are your sons, heirs to the throne,” said Kalas. “You have a responsibility to the future of the kingdom—a greater one, I daresay, than any duty toward your wife.”

“Beware your words!”

Danube stopped as he issued the warning, turning and staring hard at Kalas, but the Duke, who had been Danube’s friend since before Danube had ascended the throne as a teenager, did not back down, and matched the King stare for stare.

“You knew when you became king that there was a point where personal preference had to be ignored,” Kalas reminded. “A point where the responsibilities of king and kingdom outweighed the preferences of a man, of any man. And I know the same to be true of my own position as duke of Wester-Honce. Would I have ever gone to Palmaris to serve as baron, however briefly, if I had seen any choice in the matter?”

King Danube didn’t blink.

“Merwick and Torrence are in line for the crown,” said Kalas. “Merwick only behind your brother, who lives in a wild land, and Torrence next behind him. It is very likely that one of them will one day be crowned king of Honce-the-Bear. Is this not true?”

Danube looked away.

“A fine king either of them will become, so removed from court and from their father,” Kalas said with obvious disdain. “And what resentments might they feel to learn that their father would not even come to visit them? Perhaps you should consider your responsibility to Jilseponie in the event of your death. How will your successor, if it is not Midalis, feel toward your queen?”

Danube took a deep breath. He wanted to scold Kalas, wanted to turn and punch the man in the face for speaking so boldly. But how could he deny the truth of Kalas’ words? And why, why had Constance decided to leave Ursal? How Danube’s life had turned upside down since that event! For many of the court had secretly blamed Jilseponie. Danube heard their angry whispers against his wife and noted their scornful glances Jilseponie’s way.

“Why did she leave?” he said aloud, speaking more to himself than to Kalas.

“Because she could not bear to watch you with Jilseponie,” Kalas answered—his honest opinion, for, of course, Constance had not told anyone the truth: that she had been poisoning Jilseponie. And neither had Jilseponie spoken of the crime, to Danube or anyone else.

“She knew the truth of my heart long before Jilseponie became queen,” Danube pointed out. “For years I was traveling to Palmaris to visit Jilseponie, and never did I hide my true feelings from Constance. Neither did I embrace those feelings at the expense of Constance’s heart.”

“Are you asking me if you did anything wrong?” Kalas bluntly asked.

Danube stared at him hard.

“You did,” Kalas dared to say, and Danube winced but did not interrupt or try to stop him. “You should have taken Jilseponie as your mistress and left her in Palmaris, where she belongs, where she fits. If you were to name a queen, it should have been Constance Pemblebury. You chose to satisfy your needs above the needs of the court—”

“Damn you and your court to Bestesbulzibar’s own hellfires!” Danube roared. “You dare to imply that Jilseponie does not belong in Ursal because the overperfumed ladies are angry that an outsider broke into their precious little circle and stole the throne most of them coveted? The throne, I say, and not the man who sits on the throne beside the queen. Nay, never that!”

“You doubt that Constance loves you?” Duke Kalas asked incredulously.

Danube bit back his response and simply growled in frustration. “How dare you speak to me in such a manner?”

“Am I not your friend, then?” Kalas asked simply.

“And as my friend, you should have helped me in this,” Danube pointedly replied, poking a finger Kalas’ way. “I notice that Duke Targon Bree Kalas has done little to help Jilseponie settle into life in Ursal. I have not heard Kalas defending his queen, defending his friend’s wife, from the vicious whispers and rumors that hound her every step!”

Kalas stood very straight, he and Danube staring at each other hard for a long while, both realizing that this fight had been a long time in coming and both understanding, and regretting, that there would be no turning back from this critical point.

“I will winter in Yorkeytown,” Kalas announced.

“Constance should not have gone,” King Danube said evenly.

“She felt she had no choice.”

“I should not have allowed it.”

Duke Kalas nearly choked on that, his eyes going wide.

“I should not have allowed the children to go,” Danube clarified. “Indeed, they will return to Ursal in the spring and spend every summer here; and they may return to Yorkeytown each winter to be with their mother, if they so choose, or Constance may, of course, return to Ursal. Yes, that is my decision.” He looked up at Kalas and raised an eyebrow. “Comments?”

“You are the king. You can, and will, do as you see best,” the Duke of Wester-Honce replied diplomatically, though a hint of sarcasm did sneak into his voice.

Kalas bowed then, rather stiffly, and turned and walked away; and Danube knew without doubt that things between them had just changed forever.

She pretended not to hear the critical whisper, whatever it might be, or the ensuing giggle, but when Kenikan the chef entered the room from the door opposite bearing a tray of treats, and the two women giggled again, all the louder, Jilseponie found them harder to ignore.

For this latest rumor, that Jilseponie and the chef had become somewhat more than friends, could not be taken lightly, the Queen knew. This was a rumor of treason, one that would harm more than her reputation, would go to Danube’s heart.

Keeping her gaze forward, her expression calm, Jilseponie altered her course just a bit, so that she would pass right before the two women. “I should be careful of the gossip that leaves your foul mouths if I were you,” she said. And it was the first time in months that she had bothered to confront any of the gossipers, except of course for her fight with Constance.

“Fear not the reputation of Jilseponie the Queen,” she quietly continued, walking past and not looking at the pair. “Fear instead the reputation of Jilseponie, the wife of Nightbird.”

She did glance once at them, to see one blanching and the other staring back at her incredulously, as if Jilseponie had somehow just elevated the tension of the confrontation beyond all bounds of reason—which had been Jilseponie’s point exactly in putting her threat into physical terms. These women of the court were quite used to the battles of gossip, the constant sniping and rumormongering. But the experience of actually confronting an enemy, of doing battle face-to-face, was quite beyond them.

Jilseponie held those images of confusion and terror close to her as she made her way through the castle to the private quarters she shared with Danube.

And there she found her husband, looking miserable. She sat down opposite him, though he was looking down and not at her, and patiently waited for him to guide the conversation.

“What I would give to share a child with you,” Danube finally said, not looking up.

Jilseponie started to respond but paused. Was Danube speaking about a child to better share their love, or one for other, political reasons? His tone gave her the distinct impression that it was the latter.

“Would that make things easier at court, do you believe?” Jilseponie asked.

Danube shrugged, still staring at the floor. This uncharacteristic posture told Jilseponie that something was terribly wrong, that perhaps the rumor of her and the chef had come to his ears.

“Or would it merely complicate the issues?” she asked, pressing on.

“It would make my choices now more clear,” the King explained, and that unexpected answer gave Jilseponie pause. She looked at her husband curiously.

“I fear that I must bring Merwick and Torrence back to court,” Danube explained, “for part of the year, at least, that they might properly learn their responsibility as my heirs.”

“Of course,” Jilseponie answered, purposely filling her voice with eagerness. She had never held anything against Merwick and Torrence, after all, and while she didn’t know them very well and couldn’t measure their fitness for the throne, she had seen nothing from either of them to discourage the notion.

Surprisingly, her enthusiastic agreement didn’t seem to brighten Danube at all.

“Would it be better, do you suppose, if I name you as successor?” he asked unexpectedly. “Behind Midalis, perhaps, but ahead of Merwick and Torrence?”

Jilseponie’s face screwed up and she worked hard and fast to get through the multitude of refusals that tried to rush out of her mouth. “Why would you even think such a thing?” she asked.

“You are the queen,” Danube answered simply, and he finally did look up at his wife.

“No,” she answered flatly. “I have no desire to be further immersed in the politics of Ursal. Nor do I desire, nor would I accept, any appointment to the line of succession. My life is complicated enough—”

“Troubled enough, you mean,” Danube interjected.

Jilseponie didn’t even try to disagree. “My possible ascension was never a part of our agreement, not before I came to Palmaris and not since. I see no reason to change the standing arrangement—a solemn vow that you gave to your brother and to the other nobles that goes in direct opposition to such a course. If you alter things now, if you change your mind and the formal line of succession, you will be openly betraying the trust and confidence of many of your court, including many who already consider me an enemy.”

“Perhaps those courtiers do not deserve my trust and confidence,” Danube offered.

Again, Jilseponie had to pause and fully digest the surprising words. “I’ll not lie to you,” she said at length. “If at our next grand celebration, a huge crack split the grand ballroom and dropped more than half of your courtiers into a bottomless pit, I would not lament their loss. But I did not come here to shake the court of Castle Ursal apart, nor do I wish to be put into such a position. Nor do I wish to be a ruling queen.”

“Yet all of the former is a consequence of your simply being here at my side!” Danube yelled at her suddenly. “Split the court?” he echoed incredulously. “Have you not? Have I not by bringing you here? Where is Constance, then? And where Kalas?”

“Kalas?” Jilseponie asked, for she had not heard of the King’s falling out with the Duke nor of Kalas’ plan to leave Ursal. Danube seemed not to even hear her, though.

“Perhaps I erred in bringing you here, for measured against you and your ways of the northland, life at court seems pale indeed, wretched even to me, who grew up in this world,” Danube rolled on. “All your ideals, your quaint notions of friendship … they cannot stand against the realities of this life.”

“My ideals?” asked Jilseponie. “These are not shared by you? What of the times we spent together in Palmaris? What of your proposal—your choice—in marrying me? Do you believe that to be an error?”

“I did not foresee the depth—”

“Of the shallowness of your court,” Jilseponie interrupted. “Quite an irony, and not one that you, or I, must assume responsibility for.”

King Danube stared at her. “There is a rumor circulating that you have been taking herbs, the same ones used by the courtesans to prevent pregnancy,” he said.

How Jilseponie wanted to lay it all out to him then and there, to tell Danube about Constance and her conspiracy. Perhaps she had erred in simply sending Constance away without explanation. Perhaps she should have brought it all out in the open and let an honest trial judge the woman. Perhaps she should do so now.

Jilseponie had to take a deep breath to even get through the mere thought of it, for she understood the implications of such a course: a complete destruction of the present court, and some long-festering bad feelings from very powerful landowners and noblemen that could well haunt her husband for the rest of his days.

“I am taking no such herbs,” she answered honestly, phrasing her words in the present tense. “Nor have I ever knowingly consumed any substance that would prevent pregnancy—nor did I ever even hear of such things until very recently.”

Danube stared at her for a long while, and she did not blink, secure in the truth of her words.

“Do you love me?” Danube asked suddenly.

“I came to Ursal, gave up all of my life before this, because I do,” Jilseponie answered. “That has not changed.”

Danube narrowed his eyes and stared at her even more intently. “Do you love me as you loved Elbryan?”

Jilseponie winced and shrank back, her breath coming out in one long and desperate sigh. How could he ask her such a thing? How could she compare the two when she was at such a different place in her own life. “I have never lied to you about that,” she answered after a long and uncomfortable pause. “From the beginning, I explained to you the differences between—”

“Spare me,” Danube begged, holding up one hand.

If he had stood and slapped her across the face, he would not have wounded Jilseponie more.

Duke Kalas wore his most threadbare outfit this evening, and had purposely neither shaved nor washed very thoroughly after an afternoon spent riding. He needed to get away, from Danube and all the trappings of court. For Kalas, that meant a journey to the slums of Ursal, to the taverns where the peasants gathered to gossip and to drink away the realities of their miserable existence. This was one of his secret pleasures, unknown to King Danube and to any of the other nobles—except for Constance, who had accompanied him on such expeditions in the past.

He entered the tavern with an air of superiority, feeling above the many peasants and yet trying to blend in with them enough so as not to arouse any suspicion that he might be connected to the ruling class. Head down, listening and not talking, he sidled up to the bar and ordered a mug of ale, then found a quiet corner and settled in to hear the latest rumors.

Predictably, they were all about Queen Jilseponie, some whispering that she was having an affair with the cook at Castle Ursal or with some other man—the name of Roger Lockless came up more than once, as well as a lewd reference to Abbot Braumin Herde of Palmaris. And it was all done, of course, with a good deal of laughter and derision.

Kalas knew where all of this had started. Constance and her many friends had begun a quiet campaign to discredit Jilseponie from the moment she had moved to Ursal, and even before, during all of those summers King Danube spent in Palmaris—an act that many of the common folk of Ursal had taken as an insult to their fair city.

Still, for all of the seeding done in the past and all the current damning rumors filtering down to this crowd from Constance’s cronies, all of whom were not pleased that Constance had apparently been “chased” out of the castle and Ursal by the “queen witch” Jilseponie, Kalas could hardly believe the relish the common folk took in fostering and elaborating upon those rumors.

They positively reveled in it, expressing their outrage and their derision with open glee, mocking and mimicking Jilseponie viciously.

Kalas could not deny his mixed feelings at hearing their talk. On the one hand, he hated their fickleness—had this woman not been their revered and cherished hero, not once, but twice? Had she not won a glorious victory, at great personal cost, against the corrupt Father Abbot Markwart? And even more important, had Jilseponie not shown the world the way to salvation during the horrible years of the rosy plague? Or at least, was that not what the peasants had wholeheartedly believed? Yet here they were, their love affair with Jilseponie Wyndon Ursal obviously ended and, Kalas had to admit silently, through no fault of Jilseponie’s. Or perhaps there was fault to be leveled at her: the fault of hubris, of unwarranted pride. The errant belief that she could somehow rise above her lowly station to mingle with those born of greatness. Jilseponie was not noble born, and she knew it; so why, then, had she agreed to come to Danube’s court as queen? How dare she pretend to be something that she obviously was not?

Duke Kalas took a deep pull of his ale, then slid the glass across the table to a barmaid, bidding her to get him another. As he had mixed feelings about the source of the peasants’ banter, so he had mixed feelings about its possible result. As a nobleman of Danube’s court, he wanted to draw his sword and cut down any peasant insolent enough to speak ill of any nobleman or noblewoman, and indeed, he could not separate their chides from insults aimed at King Danube.

And yet, Duke Kalas wasn’t sorry to see Jilseponie being made the butt of their jokes, to see them embracing every nugget of every rumor, though there might be no evidence at all. Let this woman, who had so wounded his dear friend Constance, be dragged through the mud of peasant gossip; let them pay her back for all the pain she had brought to Danube’s courtiers by her mere presence! And as for Danube’s failing image, had he not brought it upon himself by ignoring the advice of Kalas and many others and marrying a peasant?

His second ale arrived, and he downed it in one gulp, then took a third from the barmaid’s tray as she started away and swallowed that, motioning for her to go and fetch another.

He needed the drink. For there was one other thing behind all the justifications Kalas might make, though the Duke would never admit it to himself or to anyone else: Jilseponie had refused his advances years ago in Palmaris, before she had begun her love affair with King Danube.

Danube had chosen wrongly, and so had Jilseponie, and all the court was in tumult because of it. “Swill to satisfy the lowly tastes of peasants,” the Duke muttered under his breath, his voice full of sarcasm and anger. “How fitting for a Queen.”

She sat in a curtained room staring at the opaque veil that blocked her view of the outside world. Earlier, she had heard Torrence and Merwick out there, sparring and arguing, but they were long gone now, no doubt off to find some of the new friends they had made since moving to Yorkeytown.

Constance had made no new friends; and, in truth, the mere thought of it sent shivers along her spine. She looked horrible and she knew it—how, then, could she go out among the social elite of Yorkeytown?

It was midday out beyond that window. Yet Constance was still wearing her simple nightdress; and while it was not obviously dirty, she had not changed out of it for three days. How had she sunk so low, so fast? She had aspired to be queen of Honce-the-Bear, and then had attained a position that would likely place her as queen mother. And yet here she was, banished from Ursal by her hated rival, Jilseponie holding the proof of her crime over her head like the demon of death’s own scythe!

“She has conspired against me,” Constance muttered, “from the beginning. She has watched my every move and baited me, waiting, waiting, waiting. Ah, yes, the witch! Waiting, waiting, waiting for poor Constance to give in to her endless taunts and try to defend herself. And when I did—yes, when Constance tried to defend her position, to protect her children!—there you were, cursed witch, ready to go sobbing to your husband, the King. Oh, but aren’t you the pretty one and the clever one, Queen Jilseponie?”

She wept then, dropping her face into her hands, her shoulders shaking. She believed that she could actually feel the bags under her eyes, so bedraggled was she, for she had not slept for any stretch of time since she had come to Yorkeytown, since Jilseponie had chased her away from Ursal and away from Danube. Constance needed sleep, and she knew it; but she could not, did not, dare. For they found her in her dreams, Danube and Jilseponie, entwined as lovers.

She lifted her head and stared again at the curtain. She could hardly remember the days before the great changes in Ursal, before Jilseponie had come. The days when she rode out beside Danube and Kalas, when she often found Danube’s bedroom door open for her.

How far she had fallen! And all of it, Constance knew in her heart, was because of one reason alone, because of one woman alone.

More than a thousand miles to the east, the eighteen-year-old Aydrian stood at the prow of Rontlemore’s Dream, one of the largest sailing ships in all the world, a huge three master. Back in Honce-the-Bear, the people were preparing the celebration for the turn of God’s Year 844, or just battening down their houses to survive another winter.

But out here on the bright waves of the Southern Mirianic, there seemed no seasons, no sense of time at all. Just a sense of timelessness, of eternity, the endless rise and fall of the perpetual swells, the continuing cycle of life played out below the azure surface. Aydrian, so attuned to nature from his time with the Touel’alfar, could not deny the sense of peace and serenity; this was perhaps the first time in his life he had ever truly existed in the present, not considering the past or the future, or the implications of any action. Not taking any action at all. Simply being. He felt as if he was one big receptacle, allowing the spray and the sun and the smells to permeate his body and soul.

And it was strangely pleasant, though he understood better than to pause and consider the feeling, for that alone would dispel the moment.

Twenty feet back from him, near the center of the deck, Marcalo De’Unnero and Sadye were reacting to the voyage in a very different manner.

“The war in Behren will be to our benefit, if we handle it correctly,” De’Unnero reasoned, for Olin had told him and his companions of the tumult in the southern kingdom, a revolt in the western province of To-gai that had spread into general revolution against the Chezru chieftain and his strict yatol order. Aydrian had received the news with a smirk, guessing at the source.

“Olin fears that we invite the same revolt as the yatols,” Sadye reminded. “And his depictions of the action of common folk revolting against a Church did not fill me with warmth.”

“Olin views the situation from the wrong perspective,” De’Unnero assured her. “We will incite a secular revolt within Honce-the-Bear, using Aydrian—the rightful heir by Danube’s own words!—as our figurehead, and then we will use that circumstance to bring about the needed change within the Church.”

“Danube will not accept him,” said Sadye.

“You assume that Danube will ever learn of him,” De’Unnero replied slyly.

“Then Danube’s followers will accept him even less!” Sadye insisted, the same old arguments and doubts rearing up again.

De’Unnero tolerated her nervousness. They had gone through this discussion many times over the months, and almost daily since they had met with Abbot Olin and had actually started to act on their grand plans.

“Abbot Olin was quite clear that he believed Aydrian could not take the throne without war,” Sadye finished.

The remark did not bother Marcalo De’Unnero at all. “Hence our present journey,” he replied. “You do not understand the power of wealth. For too many years, you traveled the fringes of society and civilization, where people were too concerned with their daily needs to think in grander terms.”

“How much of a treasury will we need to build this army you envision?” asked Sadye. “The Kingsmen are loyal to Danube, as are the Coastpoint Guards and the Allheart Brigade,” she said, naming the three branches of Honce-the-Bear’s formidable military. “His army numbers in the tens of thousands. Where are we to find that many bodies, even with all the wealth in the world?”

De’Unnero winked at her and looked over at the rest of his unlikely flotilla, a hodgepodge of two dozen ships ranging in size and design from the heavy Rontlemore’s Dream and other conventional Honce-the-Bear designs, to the pirate catamarans and swift sloops. Olin had put the flotilla together in short order, through a simple promise of riches. What more might Olin and De’Unnero accomplish when those riches were in hand?

Sadye’s concerns were not without merit, he knew, but he wasn’t too worried about them. A bag of gemstones, magical or not, could turn a man’s heart and loyalties; and De’Unnero and Olin would soon possess enough gems to test the loyalty of every man in Honce-the-Bear.

He glanced around at the flotilla again, his gaze settling on the catamaran of one particularly disagreeable pirate. How would he react once his hold was full of gemstones? De’Unnero wondered. Would he turn and run? Marcalo De’Unnero almost hoped that he would, for then he, with his powerful feline form, and Aydrian, with the magical gems, would lay waste to the pirate and crew.

It might be fun.

Up at the prow, Aydrian continued to bask in the present, his mind unworried, his body and soul at peace with his surroundings.

It was but a brief respite, he knew, though he did not remind himself. All the world was about to explode, and he would be holding the gemstones that set off the blast.

The name of Aydrian, of Nighthawk, would survive the passage of millennia.
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Their efficiency is simply amazing—at least as spectacular as the holds full of gemstones we brought back from that distant, lifeless island. Abbot Olin has a hundred merchants selling them, from Behren to the Gulf of Corona; and, similarly, he and De’Unnero have a hundred agents hard at work, hiring mercenaries and, even more impressive, infiltrating the King’s forces at every level. The plans grow more firm each day; and the destination—the crown of Ursal and the leadership of the Abellican Church—seems closer than ever.

They think they are using me, my heritage, to gain their foothold. They see me as a commodity like their own gemstones; and they—Olin and De’Unnero at least—underestimate me because of my age.

But I am not the same boy that found Marcalo De’Unnero in Wester-Honce. This summer will mark my nineteenth birthday, and between my years with the demanding Touel’alfar and all that I have learned from De’Unnero and Sadye and all that I have seen on my travels across the wide world, my understanding and comprehension of this society and these people exceeds that of anyone else my age.

And so, they do not use me, as they believe. Rather, I use them, to find my way to the destiny that is mine. De’Unnero and Olin are tools for Aydrian; they will reach for their goals within the Church, and I will back them all the way. Ultimately, though, the King rules; and Aydrian, not De’Unnero, not Olin, was born to be the king. I will allow them their pretense of using me until I have taken the throne, and then …

Then I will tolerate them as long as their actions remain in line with my own goals.

I find it amusing that both De’Unnero and Olin seek, in essence, the same personal goals. Both envision themselves as father abbot of the reorganized Church.

De’Unnero keeps insisting that he views Olin in line for that position, explaining that he will train for the position and then succeed the man upon Olin’s death, which both expect will happen soon enough.

I do not believe him for a moment.

Marcalo De’Unnero has been preaching patience to me since we first met, has been assuring me that the walk toward our goal will be long but will be definite and with every step measured properly. I know, however, that he is not a patient man—no more than am I! He understood the proper course to take to this point, and will measure each step carefully from here. But once the goal is in sight, once the position he covets is within his grasp, his patience will not hold and Abbot Olin will be thrown to the wayside, if he is lucky, or will simply be murdered. For there is no way that Marcalo De’Unnero would so readily share the treasures that we plundered from Pimaninicuit—bags and bags of gemstones!—to raise an army to elevate Olin! To elevate me? Yes, for De’Unnero sees my ascension to the throne as a first, necessary step to his own goals. Because of my heritage and the King’s foolish decree, he sees my ascension as an easier task than the takeover of the Church, which is even more steeped in tradition and democracy than the kingdom. More than once, he has said to me, “Make a man a king, and the people will, the people must, accept him as such. Taking the throne will be far more difficult than holding it.”

I have come to learn much of this society, of my people, and most of all I have come to understand why Lady Dasslerond and the Touel’alfar hate the humans—or at least do not respect them. The chaos, the hidden agendas that permeate every heart, the murderous treachery!

And, yet, it is far easier for the elves to feel as they do and to act in accordance with their supposedly higher principles, for they will live on through the centuries—or they expect to, at least. Time alone allows them the patience; if they did not accomplish a certain goal this century, then surely they will find the time and the opportunity for it in the next. The Touel’alfar do not understand the devastating human truth that life is too short for dreams to be realized. Nor do they understand that chancing everything, even life itself, could be worth any gain, for such a risk might cost an elf six hundred years of existence. What might such a dire risk cost a human, even a young one, such as myself? A few decades? And likely only a couple of decades of good health and vitality.

There is another basic difference between the races. The elves remember their dead heroes, as do the humans; but the elves remember their living heroes as well—and in the same favorable light afforded by the passing of centuries. Humans can find no such luxury; many of the enemies I will make when I take the throne will outlive me and will, during my lifetime, cast a pall over King Aydrian with words of venom, if not treacherous actions.

And so, in the human existence, it is the legacy that is most important. The name of King Aydrian will shine all the brighter in a hundred years, when the friends of the current regime are all dead and the lands I conquer are fully assimilated into Honce-the-Bear. And my name will shine all the brighter still in two hundred years.

And in a thousand years the legend will far outweigh the reality, for all that will remain will be monuments of my reign—the castles and palaces, the redrawn border, and the great city of Aydrian, once called Ursal. In a thousand years, I will be thought of as a god, as larger than any man could be in life.

Sadye’s songs convince me of this; the histories speak of it over and over again.

I see the means solidifying around me.

Patience, patience.

—AYDRIAN, THE NIGHTHAWK


Chapter 26
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A Matter of Style

HIS COMPLAINING STOPPED WHEN THE DAY CAME TO STRAP ON THE FIRST FINISHED piece, a delicately curving metal plate that slid over his arms and covered his chest and his sides up to his armpits. Until that moment, Aydrian had been convinced that the armor being crafted for him would cost him more than it would be worth, that it would slow his movements and his speed, and would get him hit by opponents who otherwise would never get their blades near him.

Aydrian had to look down several times, to comprehend that he was actually wearing the metal armor, for he felt no more weight than if he was wearing a heavy shirt.

“The fit is all,” said Garech Callowag, the smith Olin had imported from a small village to craft Aydrian’s armor. A former outfitter of the Allheart Brigade, Garech would likely prove to be an invaluable asset, not only because of his extraordinary work on Aydrian’s armor, but also because he understood the potential enemy’s armor and had practical suggestions to strengthen the uniforms of the mercenary army that was being assembled covertly across the land. “Distributed properly, and fit to form, he will hardly know that he is wearing it.”

“I cannot feel it,” said Aydrian, obviously surprised and impressed, and he moved as if thrusting and retracting a blade.

“To form?” Sadye asked. Aydrian was well aware of her eyes roaming up and down his nearly naked form as she spoke—something she seemed to be doing often of late. “And if that form changes?”

“I explained from the beginning that such a task as Master De’Unnero asked of me would require lengthy employ,” Garech explained. “We will adjust weekly, more than that if a battle wound changes his physique.”

“Unlikely,” Aydrian remarked, and Sadye laughed. The young man looked at the bard carefully, noted her grin and the sparkle in her eyes, wondering, certainly not for the first time, if there was an attraction there. Sadye was much closer to Aydrian’s age than to De’Unnero’s, after all.

How would he react to any advances she might make? The thought unnerved Aydrian more than a little. He could not deny his own feelings toward Sadye—everything positive ranging from lust to respect—but there remained the reality of De’Unnero’s importance to him and his destiny. Without De’Unnero, Aydrian would find a much more difficult path to ascension. Without De’Unnero, he could hardly understand the inner workings of the military, let alone the more complicated, more human, interactions within the Abellican Church.

“It will be another three months to complete the outfit,” Garech said, his words bringing Aydrian from his perplexing, yet amusing, private thoughts.

“And its weight when finished?” Sadye asked.

“Considerable, no doubt,” Garech admitted. “But it will be perfectly distributed, I assure you, and our young warrior here will hardly feel it.”

“Will feel it not at all,” Aydrian corrected, “or will not wear it.”

“Master De’Unnero was not ambiguous when he commanded that you be protected, boy,” Garech replied. “I have outfitted Allheart knights, and their armor is nothing short of legendary; and yet, even the shining plate of the Allhearts will pale beside this suit I will construct for you. Because I will be with you, every journey, ready to alter as needed, I can make it so much finer, so much less bulky. There will be no armor in all the world to match this.”

Aydrian didn’t doubt him, and, indeed, he was pleased by Garech’s confidence. Hire the best craftsmen and let them do their work, was Marcalo De’Unnero’s formula for gaining true power, one that Aydrian was following. Another thought concerning the armor did occur to Aydrian, though. Garech was the best armorer available—else he never would have served the King in outfitting Allhearts—but there was another type of armor of which the man had little understanding.

“If I gave you gemstones to set in the metal, could you do so without harming the integrity of the stones?” Aydrian asked.

“Oh, a pretty one, are you?” Garech asked with a chuckle, apparently seeing Aydrian’s request as nothing more than a measure of vanity.

Aydrian looked at Sadye, at the glowing fires in her eyes, and knew that she understood the true hopes behind his suggestion. How could she not, considering the gemstone-enhanced instrument she carried?

“Yes, a pretty one,” he answered Garech.

“It will be shiny enough,” the armorer replied, still not catching on to the truth of Aydrian’s intentions. “Master De’Unnero has demanded only the finest metals, and with exquisite polish, all silver and gold trimmed. You will blind the enemy when the sun gleams off your suit, boy!”

“Gemstones,” Aydrian said quietly, deliberately. “I will instruct you as to where to put them.”

Garech stepped back, obviously unused to taking orders about the design of his work. He looked over at Sadye, though, and saw her nodding her head; and then he glanced back the other way, to where he had put the small bag of gems that he had been paid for his services—more wealth than Garech had ever known, than he had dared believe he would ever see.

Aydrian saw the armorer’s looks and knew that he would get his way without further discussion.

He was back at the shop Olin had constructed for Garech in the lower level of St. Bondabruce again the next day, and the day after that, and so on for the next two weeks. Every day, Aydrian awoke hoping that De’Unnero would return with some more pressing business to get him out of the tedious duty; he didn’t see the point of the exacting fittings anyway, since he figured that the inclusion of the gemstones on the armor was all the advantage he would ever need. But every time he wavered, Sadye was there, scolding him and reminding him pointedly that everything rested upon keeping him safe.

“Be honored that we go to such expense and trouble for you,” she always said, to which Aydrian always merely shrugged.

The only excitement for the young ranger came near the very end of the fittings, when Abbot Olin unexpectedly entered, along with another man whom Aydrian did not know, a hugely muscled man with the woolly hair and dark skin of a southern Behrenese. On his back was strapped a huge sword, the blade slightly curving and with no crosspiece separating hilt from blade.

“At last, I have found a weapon befitting a king,” Olin announced, and he nodded to the large man, who pulled the sword from his back, presenting it reverently before him.

Aydrian didn’t come down from the pedestal where Garech had been fitting him, but he did stare intently at the obviously fabulous sword, its blade shining, and its edge, he noted when the large man turned it, incredibly fine.

Aydrian glanced at Sadye, who was already looking his way, her expression prompting patience, though both knew that the sword Aydrian now beheld would find few, if any, equals.

“Forged by Ramous Sou-dabayda,” Abbot Olin said solemnly, as if that name should carry great weight.

Aydrian’s expression showed that he did not understand its significance.

“He was the master weaponsmith of all of Behren,” Abbot Olin explained; and it was Garech Callowag, and not Aydrian, who snorted derisively.

The big man narrowed his eyes threateningly at the armorer.

“Behrenese never outdid us in weapons and armor,” Garech remarked.

“Not in quantity, no,” said Abbot Olin, “for they have far fewer materials with which to work. To find fuel for the forge is enough of a task in Behren, where there grow few trees.

“But in quality,” the old abbot went on, his eyes gleaming, “there can be little doubt concerning the brilliance of the old Behrenese techniques, such as the wrapping of the metal—as in this sword—a thousand times.”

Aydrian studied the sword more closely.

“Yes!” Olin declared. “It is a wrapped, and not a solid blade, so that each cut, each wear does not dull the edge but sharpens it!” He looked at the huge man and motioned him toward Aydrian. “Take it!” Olin instructed the young ranger eagerly. “Take it and feel the balance, the power.”

Aydrian lifted the blade up in one hand and swung it easily, then caught it with both hands and snapped it back, a powerful, chopping motion. It was indeed a magnificent weapon, graceful with its delicate curve. Yet it was just that curve, and that edge that would keep it forever sharp, that made Aydrian certain that this weapon could not even serve him as backup for the magnificent Tempest. This sword was a slashing weapon, like its heavier cousins carried by the men of Honce-the-Bear. But Aydrian’s style was one of thrust and stab, back and forth rather than circular motions, and for that style, for bi’nelle dasada, only the lighter silverel weapons forged by the Touel’alfar would suffice.

“A fine weapon,” he said, tossing the sword back to the huge man, whose expression immediately became crestfallen. “My compliments to Ramous Sou-dabayda.”

“It is yours!” Abbot Olin insisted.

“It is not mine, nor would I ever deign to carry it,” Aydrian corrected. “It does not suit me.”

“A weapon befitting a king!” Olin cried. “Any king, of any kingdom! Do you deny it because it was made in Behren and not Honce-the-Bear?”

Aydrian smiled wryly and studied the old abbot, who was practically trembling at Aydrian’s refusal. Olin was showing himself clearly, the young ranger knew, in light of what De’Unnero had told him about Olin. This was a perfect example of why Abbot Olin did not win the position of father abbot, why the others of the Abellican Church, the Church of Honce-the-Bear, feared putting him in any position of power. For Olin’s heart was tied to the southern kingdom. All things Behrenese appealed to him in a very basic way, an emotional level that likely he didn’t even understand. Wouldn’t Olin be thrilled to see the King of Honce-the-Bear carrying a Behrenese weapon to the celebrations of state?

“I refuse it because it does not fit my fighting style,” Aydrian calmly explained. “With such a sword, even one as beautifully crafted as that blade, I would be ineffective in battle. I refuse it because I will not placate your desires at the potential cost of my own life.”

Abbot Olin’s eyes widened so much that it seemed to Aydrian that they might fall out of his head, and Sadye’s hissing intake of breath reminded the young ranger that he might now be pushing things a bit too far.

“There are no greater warriors in all the world than the Behrenese Chezhou-Lei,” Abbot Olin stated.

“Trained in a specific style,” Aydrian tried to explain.

“A style you would do well to learn!” Olin insisted and he looked at the huge man and clapped his hands sharply.

The Behrenese held the sword vertically before him, finding his center and his balance. Then he started a routine, very different from Aydrian’s morning sword dance and yet, very similar in purpose: building a flowing memory into his muscles so that he could execute complicated movements with hardly a thought and with extreme speed. The dance moved along, gaining momentum, ending with the huge man moving side to side and diagonally forward and back with blinding speed and precision.

And then it ended, abruptly, the warrior back in his centered pose, sword presented before him. Olin wore a wide grin; Sadye even clapped.

“A Chezhou-Lei?” Aydrian asked.

“Indeed,” said Olin. “You would do well to learn.”

Aydrian didn’t deny that—learning different techniques would likely allow him to incorporate some of the movements to complement his own style, but neither did he believe these lessons to be any pressing matter. For in watching the display, he had noted many openings in the man’s defense that bi’nelle dasada could exploit.

“I think not,” Aydrian remarked casually, and he nodded for Garech to continue with his fitting.

Out of the corner of his eye, Aydrian saw that Abbot Olin was fuming. “There are no finer warriors in all the world—” the old abbot started to protest.

“There are!” Aydrian interrupted, and it was not just Olin but also the Chezhou warrior whose eyes went wide with shock and outrage. “And they are called rangers.” He thought to add that Marcalo De’Unnero, too, could likely defeat any of the Chezhou-Lei, but he held silent, knowing that elevating even a warrior trained in the Abellican Church above Olin’s beloved Behrenese would provoke the old abbot more.

“I appreciate your attempt, Abbot Olin,” Aydrian said calmly a moment later, the tension still thick in the air, “but I respectfully refuse your offer. When I find the time, perhaps I will take some training in this impressive battle style, but never would it replace that which I already know.”

“You speak the foolishness of youthful pride,” Olin insisted.

Aydrian chuckled. “I have seen your style, thus I can measure it against my own,” he replied with confidence. “You have not seen me fight.”

Abbot Olin’s face went very grim. “Then show me,” he said in a low and threatening voice, and he nodded again to his warrior companion, who stepped back, eyeing Aydrian intently, his sword extended in salute.

“This is not the time …” Sadye started to complain, her voice and expression full of concern for Aydrian. “You would have them fight without armor, with real weapons?”

“That is the way Behrenese Chezhou-Lei hone their skills,” Abbot Olin coldly replied. “Some are wounded, some even killed, but that is the price of perfection.”

Aydrian hopped down from the pedestal, smiling widely, eager for the challenge. He started to the side of the room, where he had set Tempest, but Sadye caught him by the arm and, with a look full of concern, shook her head. “There is too much to be lost,” she said to Aydrian and to Abbot Olin. “Our plans cannot be undone because of your desire to prove the superiority of the ways of the Behrenese, Abbot Olin, nor by Aydrian’s youthful pride in not refusing the challenge.”

A long and uncomfortable moment slipped by.

“No, of course not,” Abbot Olin remarked, eyeing Aydrian intently, with the young ranger returning the look tenfold.

“I’ll not take the Chezhou sword,” Aydrian remarked. “There is no equal for Tempest in the world, unless it is another of the ranger swords, whose whereabouts are not known.”

“The choice, of course, is yours, Master Aydrian,” said Abbot Olin, and he bowed and started out of the room, motioning for his companion to follow.

“You have little confidence in me,” Aydrian said to Sadye.

“Are you so certain?” the woman replied.

“You have seen my swordplay,” Aydrian remarked, ignoring her. “Do you not believe that I could have beaten him?”

“It is irrelevant, for in any case, the greater cause would have suffered,” Sadye explained. “Abbot Olin does not want to learn the truth of the strengths or weaknesses of the Behrenese ways. He is grounded in the traditions of the southern kingdom, and showing him the folly of his ways would do little to strengthen his devotion to our cause. Can you not understand that?”

Aydrian gave her a smile—one that intentionally conveyed admiration and agreement—then he moved back to the pedestal where Garech was waiting.

“You should have skewered the thug,” Garech remarked under his breath, and Aydrian, glancing back at Sadye, nearly laughed aloud.

“I did not believe that you would join us,” Abbot Olin said to Aydrian later that same day. The old abbot and his Chezhou-Lei companion stood in the private courtyard, the place where Olin meditated after vespers, behind St. Bondabruce. He had mentioned to Aydrian that he would be here, and that the young man was welcome to join him. Though he had said nothing more than that, both Olin and Aydrian had understood the truth of the invitation.

“Did Sadye not warn you of the danger?” Olin asked.

“The danger to me or to you?” Aydrian replied, and Olin’s chuckle sounded more like a wheeze.

“I knew that you could not ignore the challenge,” the old man said with a superior air. “I understand the ways of the warrior, I assure you, young Aydrian. I know that you would risk all the grand schemes, all our hopes, would risk your very life, to prove your prowess. And now I have brought you an unexpected challenge, because you, like so many of the people of Honce-the-Bear, who fancy that the world ends at their borders, think to measure yourself only against the known, never considering the unknown. You think yourself as great a warrior as exists in all the world, yet you have no understanding of the Chezhou-Lei.”

More than you understand, Aydrian thought, recalling the warrior’s sword display, but he kept silent and tried hard not to grin.

“Or of the ways of the Alpinadorans,” Abbot Olin went on, “or of the powries—have you ever even seen a powrie, young warrior?”

Aydrian didn’t bother to answer, was hardly listening to Olin at that point, having turned his attention to his challenger, the muscled Chezhou-Lei warrior. He recognized the intensity on the man’s face and knew, from some books he had looked through in the library that same day, that the Chezhou-Lei took this type of contest as seriously as they took real battle. Every fight was a contest of pride and a test of one’s limits.

Aydrian felt exactly the same way.

Abbot Olin rambled on, speaking of the various philosophical differences between the cultures concerning war and training, concerning the role of the warrior and of the Church in society. Had he been paying closer attention, Aydrian might have garnered some valuable understanding of the old abbot’s frustrations with the Abellican Church, some better hint of the vision that Olin wanted to see brought to reality. For in Behren, unlike Honce-the-Bear, the yatol priests were the god-chosen leaders of every aspect of the lives of their subjects, the only shepherds of an obedient flock, while the Abellicans had to share their power with the King.

Aydrian wasn’t considering any of that now, though, wasn’t even hearing Olin’s words, and neither, obviously, was the Chezhou-Lei warrior. The muscled man bowed his head in respect to his young opponent—and when he did, Aydrian noted a scar creasing his mat of woolly black hair.

Battle hardened, no doubt.

Aydrian assumed a similar pose and nodded deferentially. He was waiting for some signal—from Olin, he figured—that the fight should begin, but his nod, apparently, was all that his opponent needed to see.

On charged the Chezhou-Lei fiercely, his magnificent sword whipping in circular cuts and going from hand to hand so quickly that it seemed to be drawing a figure eight in the air before him.

The viciousness of that initial assault, a sudden and brutal attempt to end the fight before it ever truly began, did catch Aydrian off his guard and nearly cost him his pride and a sizeable chunk of his flesh! He had expected some sort of introductory dance, a measured attack followed by a measured response, so that each could better understand the abilities of the other.

Chezhou-Lei doctrine, foreign to Aydrian, demanded that a fight be finished in seconds, not minutes.

And so it almost was, and only the young warrior’s quick reflexes—ducking and dodging side to side ahead of the blade’s progress, then suddenly under it, combined with two wild parries of Tempest that somehow connected enough to slow the assault—kept Aydrian fighting.

He came out of his next ducking maneuver with his feet finally positioned in a proper bi’nelle dasada stance, and he wasted no time but skittered back, his upper body not moving at all, but set in a perfectly balanced defensive position.

The Chezhou-Lei’s sword continued its dazzling work, then he passed it behind his back, flipping it to his other hand. He came out of the move with a straightforward, stabbing charge, that could have worked only if Aydrian had remained mesmerized by the behind-the-back movement.

He was not. The elves had taught Aydrian to dismiss the distractions, to focus on only the movements that counted; and so as the burly warrior rushed forward, sword extended, Tempest stabbed out and slapped the side of the blade.

Again, only Aydrian’s superior reflexes saved him, for then he learned the value of a curving blade, a blade that could, with a subtle twist, defeat a parry by sliding along it.

Aydrian brought Tempest across his body immediately, then slapped it out much harder than normal, forcing the curved blade far away from his vulnerable flesh.

The Chezhou-Lei seemed to anticipate the movement, and he immediately began a down-and-around twirl that neatly disengaged his blade, executing it with such speed that his sword came around in time to block Aydrian’s sudden thrust.

Hardly discouraged, and thinking that he had stolen the advantage, Aydrian retracted and stabbed high, retracted and stabbed low, then skittered forward while delivering a series of three thrusts aimed at the Chezhou-Lei’s chest.

None of the five hit home, but he had the southerner furiously backing, his curved sword furiously spinning.

Recognizing that he had played out his momentum, and recognizing the outrage and surprise on the Chezhou-Lei’s face, Aydrian didn’t pursue further, but shifted backward, preparing a retreat, or at least something that would look like a retreat.

On came the fierce warrior, his blade again a blurring spin; and back went Aydrian, measuring and adjusting for the charge stride for stride. The pursuit continued, as did Aydrian’s retreat, the young ranger deftly sliding close to one pole supporting a trellis in the courtyard, thinking that the pole would prevent the Chezhou-Lei from working his curved sword out too far to his right.

The warrior reacted perfectly, though, sidestepping quickly to the left.

Exactly as Aydrian had hoped. For now the muscled man was not directly before him; now the man’s whirling sword would not force him to flash Tempest very far side to side should he need to parry. Not far to his left, anyway, and so Aydrian quickly flipped his blade to that hand, reversing his footing, and as the Chezhou-Lei’s blade spun down, leaving his chest exposed, Aydrian struck.

The beauty of the Chezhou-Lei fighting style was its speed, movements too quick to counter even when they forced the warrior into vulnerable positions.

The beauty of bi’nelle dasada was that it was faster.

Tempest stabbed through the loose sleeve and through the Chezhou-Lei’s right arm, halfway between the elbow and the armpit, the sudden move stopping the whirling blade. Aydrian drove on, pinning the arm to the pole.

The young ranger shrugged, almost apologetically, for what he considered a victory.

To the side, Olin gasped, apparently agreeing.

The Chezhou-Lei had another interpretation. He flipped his sword to his left hand and started a swing, and Aydrian had to quickly pull Tempest from the now-bleeding arm and quickly retreat several steps.

On came the outraged Chezhou-Lei, but Aydrian had the man’s full measure now. And Aydrian had measured the speed of bi’nelle dasada against the Chezhou-Lei technique. While the Chezhou-Lei technique appeared flashier and more impressive, the actual speed of attack surely favored bi’nelle dasada.

Aydrian’s knowing smile seemed only to spur on the angry Chezhou-Lei even more ferociously, and Aydrian wondered what he would have to do to force a concession from this magnificent warrior.

He gave a slight shrug, a clear appeal to the man to desist, to admit defeat. The Chezhou-Lei saw it, too—Aydrian knew that he did from the grimace that was his reply. Was it honor that now drove him, some desperation against reality that demanded he not concede?

Aydrian continued to dodge and to parry, and to back away when necessary, but then he gave another shrug, this one resigned, and accepted that he had to prove his style beyond any doubts. Now he focused more clearly on the spinning blade.

Back it went, and Aydrian came forward with a long thrust.

Back again, and ahead came Tempest.

Back again—more from sheer momentum than any conscious desire, Aydrian figured—and, for a third time, the ranger lunged.

The Chezhou-Lei continued, but Aydrian now skittered far back, put up Tempest, and announced, “You are beaten.”

To the side, Olin wore a puzzled expression, for Aydrian’s attacks had moved too quickly for him to actually follow their conclusion. To him, they had seemed like futile attempts to move forward by a helplessly retreating fighter.

The Chezhou-Lei warrior wore a puzzled expression as well, though he understood the truth of Aydrian’s attacks obviously, even before the blood began spurting from three neat holes that had been stabbed in his chest.

He looked over at Olin apologetically, and then he sank to his knees.

Olin shrieked and rushed over, calling for a soul stone, but Aydrian merely pushed him out of the way and moved to his defeated opponent.

“You are a most worthy foe,” he said to the man, who stared at him with nothing but respect.

“That was foolishness,” Sadye scolded when Aydrian left the courtyard to find her nearby, obviously well aware of all that had just occurred. He walked past her with a nod, but of course she fell into step beside him.

Aydrian grinned at her.

“Do you deny it?” she asked, moving around in front of him and stopping his progress. “You could have been killed, and then where would all our plans be?”

“If I was killed, then I would hardly care, I suppose,” Aydrian answered, holding fast his grin.

Sadye shook her head and sighed. “The Chezhou-Lei …” she started.

“Is alive and wounded, but more in pride than in body,” Aydrian assured her, holding up the soul stone he had just used on the man.

“Abbot Olin doubted me as much as he doubted Tempest,” Aydrian went on.

“And you cannot bear criticism?” Sadye asked sarcastically.

“Do you doubt Olin’s importance in all this?” Aydrian asked incredulously. “He, more than we three, will raise the army. He supplied the ships for Pimaninicuit and the fleet we will need to control the southern coast. His weight in the Church cannot be underestimated nor ignored—it is Olin’s presence that gives us a foothold there, as much as my own gives us an opportunity for the Crown. Certainly the word of Marcalo De’Unnero would not be given any credence at all in the Abellican Church.”

“He is back in Entel,” Sadye remarked, and the way she said it, and her expression, told Aydrian that, perhaps, De’Unnero’s unexpected return might not be welcome. Again, Aydrian was reminded of his suspicions that the sensuous and lustful young woman might be thinking of him in ways beyond the possible gains his bloodline afforded them.

“He was not to return for another month,” Aydrian replied.

“The weretiger,” said Sadye. “The beast demands to be released. He cannot be away from you for any length of time without the potential for disaster. It is yet another responsibility that you must shoulder and another reason why your accepting the challenge of Olin’s Chezhou-Lei warrior was foolish.”

“It was enjoyable,” Aydrian corrected, and Sadye looked at him hard.

“You err in thinking that I care for De’Unnero, for anyone or anything, beyond what it brings to me,” Aydrian said coldly. He studied Sadye closely as he spoke and did indeed note her slight, and revealing, grimace.

Aydrian broke the tension with one of his innocent chuckles. “Abbot Olin doubted me,” he said again. “And we could not have that if we are to achieve that which we all desire. Now I have the man’s confidence, and that is no small thing. And, yes, it was worth the risk, because, in truth, there was no risk.”

“The Chezhou-Lei cannot be underestimated,” Sadye said grimly.

“If he had beaten me with the sword—which he could not—I would have destroyed him with the gemstones before he ever completed the winning move,” Aydrian assured her. “You think I underestimated the Chezhou-Lei, but it is Sadye, and not Aydrian, who is doing that. For you underestimate me, my desire to reach the heights that you and De’Unnero have been holding teasingly before me since soon after we met. And I assure you that your plans are nothing I did not aspire to before ever we met. I will get there.”

“Where?”

“To the highest point you can imagine.”

“And where does Sadye fit into your grand schemes?” she asked.

Aydrian smiled coyly, the only answer she was going to get now.


Chapter 27
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Lies and Reality

EVERY HEAD TURNED THEIR WAY AS THEY WALKED THE LONG, FLOWER-BORDERED path toward the back gates of Castle Ursal.

It didn’t bother Roger Lockless much to see their sour expressions on the occasions when he walked here alone. He was used to having people stare at him with expressions ranging from disgusted to curious to awestricken. Roger had been very ill as a child, had nearly died; and, indeed, all who cared for him had thought him lost on more than one occasion. The affliction had stunted his growth so much that he was now barely five feet tall and was very skinny; because of that, his features—eyes, ears, nose, and mouth—seemed somehow too large for his face. All his life, Roger had been the proverbial square peg, and as such had suffered the stares.

There was more to those churlish expressions than curiosity on this occasion, he knew; and most of the onlookers, particularly the women, were not even looking at him.

Dainsey walked beside him with her head held high, but Roger understood the pain she was undoubtedly feeling. She had been a peasant, living on the tough streets of Palmaris, surviving by her wits and any other means available. Dainsey could deal with a bare-knuckled brawl in an alley and had hidden from soldiers and the monks loyal to Markwart for weeks in terrible conditions. Dainsey could suffer the rosy plague with dignity and with courage, never complaining.

But this kind of subtle injury was far more devastating.

The nobles were looking at them the way they might at a wet, dirty dog that had leaped up on a dinner table. Their eyes screamed “peasant,” if their lips didn’t have the courage to follow.

And it was true, Roger knew. He and Dainsey were peasants, despite their elevated status because of the circumstances following the war and the plague. Oh, Jilseponie had given them finery to wear, but in truth neither of them knew how to wear such garments. In the fancy clothing, the pair just looked uncomfortable and perhaps even more out of place.

Roger reminded himself why they had come to Ursal so early that spring, as soon as the roads and the river had allowed. They were there to support Pony—not Queen Jilseponie but Pony Wyndon, their dear friend. And seeing these crinkled faces, these expressions disgusted at their mere presence, only reminded Roger more profoundly that Pony needed their support right now.

Everything about her present life was souring around her. Rumors abounded on the streets that she was being unfaithful, or that King Danube was, and that the couple hardly spoke anymore. Jokes echoed in every tavern in Ursal and the nearby communities about the Peasant Queen.

It was all emanating from these folks staring at him now, Roger knew, and he wanted to draw out a weapon and cut them down!

“How can she be doin’ it day to day?” Dainsey asked him quietly. “How can she take the looks and not fight back?”

“How could she fight back?” Roger asked in reply. “She would destroy the court and wound her husband deeply. And he is the King, Dainsey, so in the end, she would lose even more.”

“If he’s toleratin’ these sniffers, then it might do him good to get a good kick in the arse,” Dainsey remarked.

Her simple logic served as armor against the stares, and Roger even managed a little smile at Dainsey’s lovable ignorance of the ways of court.

If only it were that simple!

“Are there any other strays you wish to take into the shelter of Castle Ursal?” Duke Kalas said to Jilseponie when he found the Queen standing on a high balcony, looking out toward the Masur Delaval.

Jilseponie bit back her curt response, hardly surprised. What a fool Kalas was! What fools were all of them, hardly recognizing that Roger Lockless was more deserving of his room in Castle Ursal than any of the others. How many lives had he saved during the Demon War? Fifty? Five hundred? He had waged battle fearlessly, had gone into Caer Tinella all alone to rescue prisoners of the powries, and then had stood resolutely on principle even though doing so seemingly assured him of a horrible death at the hands of Father Abbot Markwart. And all that time the noblemen and noblewomen sat here comfortably, sipping their wine and boggle, worrying more about fine clothes than a poor old widow who was about to be executed by the terrible powries in Caer Tinella, fighting with their quiet insults whispered behind backs rather than with sword and honest wit.

Jilseponie narrowed her eyes when Kalas moved to stand right beside her, dropping his strong hands onto the balcony railing.

“You cannot understand that some people do not belong here,” the Duke remarked.

Jilseponie turned to him, and they locked stares.

“And that other people do,” the Duke finished. Now Jilseponie was no longer surprised that Kalas had gone out of his way to find her and confront her. Of late, the Duke, like all the other nobles, had been shunning her outright; but now, it seemed, Kalas was up for a fight. That last line told Jilseponie why: he had just returned from Yorkeytown, from Constance Pemblebury.

“She sits broken in the shadows,” Kalas went on, staring back out across the city. “Everything to which she ever aspired has been stolen from her—all her life has been taken away. And all because of the petty jealousy of a woman who should not be queen.”

Jilseponie turned on him sharply, her eyes shooting daggers; and he turned and met her stare.

She slapped him across the face.

For a moment, she thought Kalas would respond in kind, and Jilseponie, ever the fighter, hoped he would!

He composed himself and merely chuckled, though, staring at her. “Is it not enough that you have taken her man—her true love and the father of her children?” he asked. “Do you have to destroy her utterly?”

“I do nothing to Constance,” Jilseponie replied.

“Then she is free to return to Castle Ursal?”

Jilseponie chewed on that for a moment. “No,” she said.

Kalas gave another chuckle—more of a snort, actually—shaking his head. With a wave of disgust at Jilseponie, he turned and started away.

“You think me petty and jealous,” Jilseponie called after him, and she could hardly believe the words as they came out of her mouth. Why did she need to explain herself to Duke Kalas, after all?

The Duke paused and slowly turned back to face her.

“There is much more I could have done to Constance,” Jilseponie went on, needing for some reason she did not quite understand to get this out in the open. She had suffered too many jokes, too many hurtful rumors, too many sneers and looks of disgust. “In response to her own actions.”

“Because Danube loves her?” the Duke asked.

“Because he does not,” Jilseponie was quick to respond.

“He loves Jilseponie,” Kalas said sarcastically. Those words hurt her most of all, because in truth, she wasn’t sure she could deny the sarcasm. Things between the King and Queen had not been warm of late. Not at all.

Jilseponie told him, then, though she had previously decided that she would not, of Constance’s tampering with her food, of the herbs Constance had garnered from Abbot Ohwan, and of the way she had coerced the chef into sprinkling them on the Queen’s food in huge quantities.

Duke Kalas stared at her blankly throughout the recital, hardly seeming impressed. “If she tried to keep you from having King Danube’s child, a new heir to the throne, then I agree with her,” the Duke stated flatly. “And so, apparently from your own words, do many others, your own Church included.”

“That alone is a crime of treason,” Jilseponie reminded. “But, no, Constance went beyond that goal. She tried to poison me, to kill me, that she could find her way back to Danube’s bed.”

Duke Kalas snorted again. “So you say,” he remarked, unimpressed. “And again, I have to remind you that there are many who would agree with her.”

Jilseponie’s full lips grew very tight.

“After all these years, do you still really believe that you belong here?” the Duke asked her bluntly. “Do you harbor any notions that any children borne of you could lay claim to the throne? Better for the kingdom that you remain barren, whatever the cause.”

Jilseponie could hardly believe what she was hearing! She knew that these words had been spoken often by the nobles, and, indeed, since the barrage of rumors, by many of the common folk, as well. But never would she have believed that any of them, Kalas included, would be so bold as to speak them to her!

“Constance Pemblebury’s children are properly bred,” Duke Kalas went on, his square jaw firm and resolute. “Their bloodlines are pure, and in line for the crown, a responsibility to man and to God that you, as a peasant, cannot even begin to appreciate. If called upon to ascend, either Merwick or Torrence would rule with the temperance of nobility and the proper understanding of the natural order of things. They were bred for this!” He stared hard at Jilseponie, then gave a deprecating chuckle. “Any cubs from you, wild things that they would be—”

She moved again to slap him across the face, but he caught her hand.

A subtle twist easily disengaged his grip, and Jilseponie finished the move with a sharp slap.

Duke Kalas laughed as he rubbed his chin and cheek, both dark with stubble, as he had just returned from the road.

“Sharp words,” Jilseponie warned him, “unbefitting a noble of King Danube’s court.”

“Pray, will you go to your husband the King and have me banished?” the Duke taunted. “Or will benevolent Queen Jilseponie have me stripped of rank, perhaps even tried for treason and executed?”

“Or will I take up my sword and kill you myself?” Jilseponie added, not backing away a step, and reminding Kalas clearly that she was no courtesan queen, but a warrior seasoned in many, many battles. “You chide me by implying I would hide behind my husband’s royal robes. It is unbecoming, Duke Kalas, of the noble warrior you pretend to be.”

“You are not the only one who has seen battle,” the Duke reminded her.

“And it has been years since I have engaged in any true fight, whereas you practice with your Allhearts constantly,” Jilseponie readily agreed. Her tone made it quite clear that she didn’t think any of what she said would make any difference should Duke Kalas ever choose to wage battle personally against her. Jilseponie could feel the old fires burning within her again. All of the many battles of her daily life now had to be handled delicately, by diplomatic means; surely, on many levels, the battles of words were preferable to bloodshed. But a part of Jilseponie, the part that was Pony Wyndon, missed the old days, when the enemy was more easily definable, was clearly evil and irredeemable. There was something cleaner about speaking with her sword. In truth, Jilseponie was more easily able to wipe the blood of a slain goblin or powrie from her sword than she was able to wipe her harsh words to Constance Pemblebury from her conscience. For while she knew that Constance had brought her fate upon herself, Jilseponie felt much more sympathy for the woman than for her enemies of old.

Here then was Duke Kalas, speaking words to elevate the bitterness to explosive levels. And here then was Jilseponie, was Pony, embracing those words.

“Constance will return to Ursal,” Kalas said flatly. “I will see to it.”

Jilseponie paused and thought on that long and hard. “I care little,” she replied, though she knew it was not the truth. “But warn her, as her friend, to beware her actions, and pray, Duke Kalas, beware your own. My tolerance has expired, I fear, and my sword is not as rusty as you hope it to be.”

“Threats, my Queen?”

“Promises, my Duke.”

Kalas gave another chuckle, but it was obvious to Jilseponie that she had rattled the man. “And all for speaking a truth that Queen Jilseponie cannot bear to hear,” he did say, and he bowed and turned to leave.

This time, Jilseponie was more than ready to let him go.

She turned back to look at the city, to the sparkling river and the white sails of many ships. She was glad that Roger and Dainsey had come to spend the summer with her, was glad to have two friends, at least, in this prison of stone walls and pretty gardens.

“Two friends,” she said quietly, and her gaze inadvertently and inevitably turned to the doorway that led to the corridor and stairwell that would take her to the private quarters of the King and Queen, a bedroom and a sitting room that had been especially cold of late.

From the look on Dainsey’s face, Roger understood that they had company at their private apartment as soon as he entered. And from the defensive manner in which Dainsey stood, her arms tight at her sides, Roger could guess easily enough who had come calling, even before he followed her gaze to the diminutive figure standing in the shadows at the side of the room.

“Greetings, Kelerin’tul,” he said to the elf. The small creature stepped out to the center of the room, and Dainsey predictably shrank back from him.

“You have taken the next step?” the elf asked, not bothering with any niceties.

“Spoken with Jilseponie?” Roger replied. “Bluntly? Yes. As you instructed.”

The elf nodded, motioning for him to continue.

Although all his information was in Jilseponie’s favor, Roger hated this. He wasn’t pleased with the Touel’alfar’s attitude, their insistence that he travel to Ursal and lay to rest once and for all their fears concerning the new queen of Honce-the-Bear.

“It is as I told you it would be,” Roger assured Kelerin’tul, his tone edged with anger. “Jilseponie has understood her responsibility since the day Elbryan taught her bi’nelle dasada. Your lady knows as much, and yet you insist on this?”

“Insist upon watching over her?” Kelerin’tul replied. “Indeed, and ever shall we.”

Roger nearly spat with disgust.

“You believe that a friend should be more trusted,” Kelerin’tul reasoned.

“You have been spying upon her for years,” Roger replied. “Watching her every move as if you expect her to launch an army to attack your homeland at any second—an army trained in your ways of battle!”

“Expect?” Kelerin’tul echoed. “No, that is too strong a word.”

“But you fear it,” said Roger.

“We are a cautious people,” the elf admitted.

“Yet Jilseponie was long ago named elf-friend,” said Roger. “Does that mean nothing?”

Kelerin’tul laughed at him, a sweet and melodic, yet mocking, sound. “If it did not, she would have long ago been killed,” the elf assured him. And Roger had no doubt that Kelerin’tul was speaking the truth. “And surely she would never have been allowed to travel to Ursal to sit by the side of the human king.”

“Because Lady Dasslerond so decrees it,” Roger said sarcastically.

“You cannot appreciate our position, Roger Lockless,” said the elf. “Jilseponie is elf-friend, yes, and so are you, but you misunderstand the meaning of that title. Paramount are the needs of Touel’alfar, and nothing about Jilseponie, nothing about you—not your desires nor your needs nor your very life—rises above that. We ask little of you, and of Jilseponie, in these days, but we will have our assurances, do not doubt.

“Many years have passed since our last involvement with humans,” Kelerin’tul went on. “In the short memories of humans, we are already being relegated to legend or myth. That is how we prefer it—that is what we demand from those whom we name as elf-friend.”

Roger stared hard at the elf, and believed every word. The Touel’alfar were not a sympathetic bunch, especially concerning the pains of humankind. And they were not a tolerant people concerning the foibles of humankind. Not at all.

“I must report to Lady Dasslerond,” said Kelerin’tul. “What am I to tell her?”

“Queen Jilseponie mentions the Touel’alfar not at all,” Roger answered. “When I asked her directly, I believe it was the first time she had given your people thought in years. She will not allow any discussion of any kind concerning the Touel’alfar to enter the court in any way. Lady Dasslerond need not fear her, or her secret of bi’nelle dasada, in any way.”

If Kelerin’tul was convinced and reassured, he did not show it.

Roger gave a helpless laugh. “Do you not even understand the relationship that Jilseponie holds with these … these fools?” he asked. “She would not teach them anything of any value, let alone break her word for them. The head of King Danube’s army is her avowed enemy. The only way that he, or any of the others, would ever see Jilseponie perform bi’nelle dasada would be at the wrong end of her sword!”

Kelerin’tul stared at him long and hard, then nodded in apparent satisfaction. “Of the other issue, you have asked her?” the elf asked.

“I insisted,” Roger replied. “I will tell you the result as soon as Jilseponie gives me an answer.”

“We will know before you do,” Kelerin’tul said with typical arrogance. Then he gave a slight bow, melted back into the shadows, and silently slid out the window in the adjoining room.

Dainsey moved to Roger and took his arm, recognizing that he needed the support.

“Will she come with us?” the woman asked.

Roger stood there with his eyes closed in sympathetic pain. For his friend was surely hurting, and he didn’t know how to help her.

“Every day must be a battle,” King Danube said disconcertingly, following Jilseponie back to their private quarters after a rather heated debate with Duke Kalas and a couple of others concerning the present situation in the city of Palmaris—a quiet and peaceful situation, by all accounts. Thus, Kalas’ insistence that Danube revisit the matter of Palmaris’ governing structure, specifically, that he reconsider the agreement allowing Braumin Herde to serve as bishop—a title combining the duties of abbot and baron—echoed in Jilseponie’s ears as a diversion to keep her occupied and on the defensive, a distraction from the other matter: the return of Constance Pemblebury.

And so she had embraced Kalas’ bait and engaged him in a heated argument. Only after the initial barrage did she understand that she had played right into Kalas’ hands, that his constant whispering into Danube’s ear had reached a level where all Jilseponie’s arguments had begun to blur into one aggravating noise.

“Braumin Herde serves you well,” Jilseponie replied.

“And you seem to believe that I could not discern that on my own,” said Danube. “At least, not without your engaging Duke Kalas in open warfare in my court!”

“He is intractable!” said Jilseponie.

“And stubborn,” Danube agreed. “As are you, my lady.”

His words, and his apparent detachment, took her response right from her lips. She sat back on her couch and sighed, too tired to muster up the argument again.

“Roger and Dainsey have invited me to winter in Palmaris,” she said after a while, and she noted, and not to her surprise, that Danube didn’t bat an eyelash at her surprising news.

“I am considering their offer,” Jilseponie pressed.

Still Danube didn’t blink. “Perhaps that would be for the best,” he said calmly.

Too calmly. Jilseponie studied him carefully, and she knew. It had all bubbled up around Danube too deeply; he was immersed in the lies and the sneers.

“Constance Pemblebury is on her way back to Ursal,” Danube remarked, “with Merwick and Torrence. It is a move, not a visit. This is her home, and so she returns.”

“That has always been her choice to make,” Jilseponie replied, and Danube merely nodded.

She stood up, then, walked over to him, took his hands, and looked into his eyes.

He looked away.

The next day, without fanfare, without an announcement, without an entourage other than Roger and Dainsey, Jilseponie rode north out of Ursal, a long and winding road back to Palmaris.


Chapter 28
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Stirring in the South

“THE BEHRENESE FLEET IS OF NO CONSEQUENCE,” MAISHA DAROU, THE NOTORIOUS pirate, told his guests. Standing well over six feet, with a shock of unkempt black curly hair, a full, thick beard, and blue eyes that crossed well over the line of intense and into the realm of wild, Maisha cut a figure that Aydrian and the others would not soon forget. His imposing appearance only enhanced his reputation for ruthlessness, and those eyes … those eyes spoke of torture and malice, of uncontrollable and ultimately deadly fury.

“They are busy,” Maisha Darou went on with a wicked grin. “The defense of Jacintha will prove no easy feat.”

The other pirates in the crowded hold of Oway Waru, “white shark,” Darou’s flagship, all murmured and grinned, obviously pleased that the yatol warlords, even the Chezru chieftain of Behren, now found themselves under trying circumstances. A revolt had begun in the west, the visitors from Honce-the-Bear had learned: an uprising among the To-gai-ru tribesmen of the steppes that had swept across the desert like a sandstorm.

For the pirates, such a great distraction of the lords and their soldiers meant more opportunities for profitable mischief.

“We never counted on the Behrenese fleet to be of any importance,” replied Marcalo De’Unnero, sitting between Aydrian and Sadye. “Why would they come to the aid of Honce-the-Bear? And if they seized the opportunity presented by any chaos in the northern kingdom to cause even further havoc, then so be it.”

“They are of no consequence to us,” Maisha Darou clarified. “With the warships of the Chezru otherwise engaged, the pickings are ripe for me!”

Again came the murmurs and chuckles, the eager pirates thinking that times would be good for them indeed.

“Why would we sail north for you, then, De’Unnero?” Maisha Darou asked skeptically.

Marcalo De’Unnero grinned and didn’t blink, even nodded his head in agreement. That recognition that the pirate’s reasoning was perfectly logical made Maisha Darou’s blue eyes only twinkle even more intensely, as if he understood that De’Unnero was prepared to make it worth his while.

Without a word, De’Unnero hoisted a small bag onto the table, its lumpy contents bulging. Staring hard at the pirate, the former monk slid the bag across the table.

Maisha Darou opened the drawstring, upended the sack, and poured a pile of gemstones, glittering red and green and amber, onto the wooden table.

Some of the pirates gasped, some even lunged forward at the tempting sight, but Maisha Darou held them back, his expression calm and steady. “Payment for our services?” he asked doubtfully.

“Payment to you for allowing us to come here and speak with you,” said De’Unnero. “My gratitude that you and your fellows took the time to grant us an audience.”

Aydrian’s face crinkled and he turned at his mentor, thinking that handing over such a treasure was absurd for the few hours of Darou’s time that they were taking. He saw that De’Unnero seemed perfectly content, though, and so did Sadye, sitting on the other side of the former monk.

And when Aydrian turned back to take note of Maisha Darou, he understood it all so much more clearly. The pirate was trying to retain a calm façade, but there was an unmistakable erosion there, a bubbling of anticipation.

And why shouldn’t there be? Aydrian realized. If De’Unnero could so casually toss out a treasure of gemstones for a mere meeting, then what might he provide in exchange for Maisha Darou and the Behrenese pirates’ securing the southern coast of the Mantis Arm in the event of civil war in Honce-the-Bear?

“By the time you are needed, the Chezru will likely no longer be at war,” De’Unnero explained. “Will they then turn their formidable fleet back upon Maisha and the pirates in vicious retribution?”

“Aye, we may well be in need of better hunting grounds,” Maisha Darou conceded. He was hardly aware of his movements, Aydrian noted, as his fingers played with the small pile of gemstones.

“Even if you are not in need, even if the Behrenese fleet is scuttled in Jacintha harbor, giving you free rein to raid the coast, you may find the waters north of Entel far more profitable,” De’Unnero remarked, a clearly teasing note in his voice.

“Might be, indeed,” said Maisha Darou. He gathered all the gemstones back into the small bag and pulled it off the table, taking it from the view of his cutthroat crew.

“We will speak more of this tomorrow?” De’Unnero asked.

“If you are paying as well …” Maisha Darou began, but a great frown came over De’Unnero’s hard features, stopping the words and the thought cold.

“I expect this payment to cover all meetings,” De’Unnero said rather harshly. Again, as when he had presented the bag of gems in the first place, his abrupt change of tone surprised Aydrian, and he turned to look hard at his mentor.

De’Unnero wasn’t backing down an inch from his stern stance. “Tomorrow,” he said again, this time stating and not asking.

Maisha Darou sat back in his chair, very straight, very tall, and very imposing—though if he was getting to De’Unnero at all, Aydrian’s mentor hid it well.

Aydrian’s hand instinctively went to his pocket, where he had stashed the few gems he had taken with him from Olin’s ship, including a serpentine and a ruby. The plan had already been set: in the event of trouble, Aydrian, De’Unnero, and Sadye would quickly join hands, with Aydrian bringing up a serpentine protective shield over all three, then following quickly with a devastating fireball.

“Tomorrow,” the pirate chief replied, breaking the tension, then bellowing with laughter, which was taken up by all of his fellows immediately.

“What do you know of it?” Sadye asked Aydrian a short while later, when the three had returned to their private cabin on Olin’s ship. “Are you going to enlighten us or keep it to yourself?”

Aydrian looked at her curiously, then turned to De’Unnero—and found the man sitting in a chair, arms crossed over his strong chest, as if waiting for Aydrian to answer.

“It?” Aydrian asked Sadye. “What are you talking about?”

Sadye and De’Unnero exchanged knowing glances and smiles. “The war in Behren,” the bard explained. “When Darou spoke of the fighting, your expression revealed that you knew something about it.”

Aydrian looked at her incredulously. How could she know?

“Or at least that you had some interest in it,” De’Unnero added, “which surprises me, since, as far as I know, you have never been south of the Belt-and-Buckle before this occasion. How could you have, after all, living in Wester-Honce, where there are no known passes through the mountains?”

“I have never been to Behren,” Aydrian answered, “have never before stepped on Behrenese sand, at least, if you consider these waters part of Behren.”

“Then why did you so care about Darou’s tales of the war?” Sadye asked.

“Simple curiosity,” Aydrian lied. “I know little about war, though I expect that will change in the coming years.”

“More than that,” De’Unnero remarked. “Will you tell us? Or do you think it wise for you to keep such potentially important secrets?”

Aydrian moved to the side of the small room and sat on a three-legged stool. He took a deep breath, trying to think things through. Though he would have liked more time to consider his words, he said, “I may know the one who leads the To-gai-ru.”

That widened the eyes of both his companions!

“If my guess is right, it is a woman—Brynn Dharielle,” Aydrian explained.

The other two looked at each other.

“She was trained ahead of me in the arts of the ranger,” Aydrian admitted. “The Touel’alfar sent her south for just this purpose.”

“Since when do the affairs of humans concern the elves?” asked De’Unnero.

“This is an interesting turn,” said Sadye. “If you are correct, I mean.”

“I was thinking the same thing,” said Aydrian. “Though if it is Brynn, and if she is even still alive, I doubt that we’ll find her much able to help our cause for some time to come.”

“Nor would we want the help,” De’Unnero surprised him by saying. “Olin’s downfall has ever been his tie to Behren.”

“You just spoke to Behrenese pirates,” Aydrian protested.

“Any help that we receive from Maisha Darou and his thugs will take place on the high seas, away from the eyes of easily swayed common folk. Any help that your friend in the southland could provide would be more direct, and would thus be far more politically damaging.”

“But if we are successful,” Sadye reasoned with a grin, “perhaps any connections you have to Behren—or to To-gai, if this war ends in freedom for the western kingdom—will prove invaluable.”

“The mere fact that the troublesome yatols are engaged in a war helps our cause,” reasoned De’Unnero. “It will prevent them from taking advantage of any trouble that might befall Honce-the-Bear. Long has the Chezru chieftain insisted that Entel belongs to his kingdom and not ours.”

“A bluff,” Sadye replied. “If the Chezru chieftain was so interested in attaining Entel through force, then Olin either would have already assisted him or would distance himself from him.”

Aydrian let his mind wander from this discussion, which seemed to him to be nothing more than useless speculation. He turned his thoughts to Brynn Dharielle, remembering his old companion and hoping that she was leading the To-gai-ru in this civil war. How grand it would be to meet her again as the king of Honce-the-Bear, as the ruler of a kingdom greater than the one she had just conquered!

Aydrian’s smile widened as he thought of the many ways he could exploit his friendship with Brynn. She would prove to be a strong ally, if he could correctly explain the actions he had taken to secure Honce-the-Bear. Her previous knowledge of him would probably make her view his explanations favorably.

And then Aydrian could take things further, could use Brynn’s friendship to gain advantages for Honce-the-Bear over Behren and To-gai.

Yes, this could get even more interesting.

Whoever said that he would have to stop with the conquest of Honce-the-Bear?


Chapter 29
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Pony

“BETTER THAT SHE IS GONE.”

Those were the last words Duke Kalas had said to Danube that day, in an abrupt and dismissive tone. And that was precisely the sentiment being echoed throughout Danube’s court, the King knew.

All his friends and companions, including many who had been with him since his childhood, were thrilled that Jilseponie had left for Palmaris, that the Queen was gone from court, perhaps never to return. He heard the laughter and the snide remarks. He heard the excited recounting of his wife’s ride out of Castle Ursal many times over, usually as it was whispered in the shadows of the main rooms or at the edges of the grand dinner table. He felt the renewed warmth of all his courtiers, their agreement with Jilseponie’s decision to leave, their apparent relief that somehow, in all of this, King Danube had come to his senses and dismissed the peasant Queen back to her wilderness realm.

Every pat on the back might as well have been delivered by the sharp point of a poisoned dagger, as far as Danube was concerned. Every cheer, every chuckle, bit at him as viciously as might one of Duke Kalas’ ferocious hunting dogs.

No matter how hard King Danube tried to tell himself that Jilseponie had done the proper thing in leaving—and that, obviously, it had been a terrible mistake for him to bring her here, to this place where she did not belong—no matter how hard King Danube tried to focus on the pain of all the rumors concerning his wife, of her infidelity in intent if not action or her sinister plotting against his best interests, there was one truth that would not be diminished, to the King’s great distress.

Jilseponie was the only woman he had ever truly loved.

These last few weeks without her had been the loneliest King Danube Brock Ursal had ever known.

“Lady Pemblebury, my King,” a page announced with a bow.

Danube winced, but motioned for the boy to admit her.

Constance, seeming frail and shaky, entered the room tentatively, without any of the former bravado she had once exhibited. That, too, made Danube wince, for he could not deny some responsibility in creating this broken shell of the formerly strong woman, a woman who had borne him two fine sons and who had been one of his closest friends and his lover for two decades.

“I came to speak of Merwick’s training,” Constance remarked quietly. “It is time for him to join the Allhearts.”

King Danube looked at her skeptically. “There is plenty of time for that,” he replied.

“He is past his sixteenth birthday,” Constance said, a bit more forcefully. “He must be outfitted, and by the finest smith in the service of the crown. And then he must be trained, by Duke Kalas himself, to lead men. To lead warriors. It is a necessary step for one who is to be king.”

Danube smiled and looked away. Despite her fragile state, it hadn’t taken Constance long to fully insinuate herself into the affairs of Castle Ursal. Danube was quite certain that Constance had already picked out the smith and had likely already scheduled Merwick’s fittings for his suit of armor.

Not for the first time, King Danube wondered if he had been wise to place his bastard sons, Constance’s sons, into the line of royal succession. He could not ignore the truth that Jilseponie’s unintentional displacement of Constance Pemblebury had been the primary source of all the distress in court these last years, and what made it all the more frustrating for him was that he could not rightly blame Constance for any of that.

He gave a great sigh and nodded his agreement. “Duke Kalas will relish the assignment,” he said, managing a smile; and Constance smiled back at him, a thin, forced expression. She turned and started to leave but glanced back over her shoulder and remarked, “Your Queen has not sent word that she will soon return? The roads from Palmaris will fast close with the coming of snow. Will you be forced to spend the season alone?”

There was something more in her tone than concern for him, Danube easily recognized. Buried under the obvious statement of that which everyone already knew—that Jilseponie would not soon return—there was a flicker of something that again bit hard at Danube.

Hope.

Constance turned back and left him.

He had no doubt that she would try to use the Queen’s absence to wriggle back into his arms and good graces, and he had no doubt that everyone at court would embrace that hope and do everything they could to strengthen Constance’s position.

The mere thought of it made Danube drop his head into his hands, then run them back wearily over his thinning salt-and-pepper hair.

It was going to be a long winter.

She was wearing her old clothes again, peasant clothes: a simple brown tunic and white breeches, doeskin boots, and a green traveling cloak. Only the pouch on her left hip, full of magical gemstones, and Defender, her fine, magical sword, strapped to the left side of her mount’s saddle, betrayed her as someone other than a common and quite average woman.

Indeed, as she had shed her royal raiments, so had she shed her title and her formal name. It was not Queen Jilseponie who had ridden back into Palmaris beside Roger Lockless and Dainsey, but rather, it was Pony. Just Pony. A friend and not the Queen. A friend and not the hero of the northland.

Just Pony.

And that name at that time sounded to her as sweet as the sweetest note ever played.

“We could continue to Caer Tinella,” Roger offered as the trio walked their horses along the city’s cobblestoned streets, “perhaps all the way to Dundalis and back, long before the first snows find the roads.”

Pony didn’t even hesitate before saying no, simply and without much emotion. She wasn’t ready to return to Dundalis; it seemed better to her to ease back into this life as Pony—this previous identity—gently, gradually. Going to Dundalis would mean going to the grove outside the town, to the grave of Elbryan.

“Not yet,” she clarified, looking over to see that Roger wore a surprised expression. “Perhaps in the spring. That way, we can get the whole season there and not be trapped so far north if we find that the new Dundalis is not to our liking.”

“Spring?” Dainsey asked. “Then ye’re plannin’ to be with us for a bit?”

Pony smiled, not bothering to answer. “You can ride ahead to Chasewind Manor, if you want,” she told her companions, and she nodded her head in the direction of a street they were fast approaching, a wide lane that led to the front gates of St. Precious Abbey. “It is past time that I see Bishop Braumin—in his home instead of mine.”

She had meant the line as a simple joke, but when she heard the words, they did anything but cheer her up. Referring to Castle Ursal as her home struck a chord in Pony, for in truth she had never looked upon the place as such. Castle Ursal was Danube’s home, and Pony was Danube’s wife, but never had she been able to honestly extend that connection to thus make Castle Ursal her own home.

She heard Roger begin to reply that he and Dainsey would accompany her to St. Precious, but Dainsey interrupted him, clearing her throat rather loudly. Although Pony did not look back at them, she could easily imagine Dainsey nodding her head at Roger, silently telling him that she, Pony, needed some time alone.

“We will go to Chasewind, then,” Roger said. “I’ll alert the guards and ready your rooms.”

Pony wanted to tell him to dismiss the guards altogether, but that, of course, she could not do.

Soon after, she turned her mount down the lane, St. Precious towering before her, though it was still several blocks away. She considered again Castle Ursal; Dundalis; and this town, Palmaris, and wondered where among all three there was a place that she could truly call her home.

“Thrice married, and alone again,” she said with an amused chuckle.

She gave a profound sigh, not sure at all where she now fit into the world. Was she Pony, the woman who had grown up a peasant in Dundalis, and then spent her adolescence in Palmaris? Was she Jill—Cat-the-Stray—that orphaned and confused young woman who had married Connor Bildeborough, the nephew of the Baron of Palmaris, only to have the marriage annulled soon after, when her inner demons of a childhood shattered by raiding goblins had prevented her from consummating the union? Was she the same Pony who had then found her true love, Elbryan, and had spent the years riding with him, battling the demon and its minions, and then battling Father Abbot Markwart, whose tainted soul had so warped the Abellican Church?

Or was she Queen Jilseponie, the wife of King Danube? Truly his wife and truly the queen? Or was she, as so many in Ursal insisted, a peasant impostor, thrust into a world that she could not understand and could not tolerate?

“A bit of all,” she whispered, and she felt a twinge of pain, not for herself but for Danube. He had said some pretty horrible things to her, had, despite his own best efforts, heard clearly the many rumors disparaging her name; but, in truth, Danube had never treated her badly, and she knew—and this is what pained her the most—Danube had never stopped loving her.

So was this a desertion or a needed respite? Would she return to Ursal to fulfill her duties as wife and as queen or would she forever hide here, chosing a life simpler by far in a land cleaner and easier to understand?

The only thing that Pony knew for certain was that she didn’t know anything for certain.

The gates of St. Precious were open, so she walked her horse into the courtyard before the main building. Bishop Braumin came bounding out before she could even dismount, as news of her arrival spread like wildfire through the abbey.

Braumin, carrying at least twenty pounds more than when Pony had last seen him, rushed up to her. After she dismounted he wrapped her in such a great hug that the pair nearly fell over onto the ground.

“I would have expected trumpets blaring at the docks,” Braumin said, “to announce the arrival of the Queen!” The Bishop pushed her back to arm’s length, studying her admiringly and shaking his head.

Pony laughed at his antics and his remark. “I took no boat,” she explained, “but rode all the way from Ursal.”

“Then trumpets at the south gate!”

“And with no entourage,” Pony went on, “just me and Roger and Dainsey. A quiet ride through a quiet land.”

Braumin’s expression turned to one of curiosity. “A much longer journey by road,” he said, “and one that will take away from our time together.” He wasn’t frowning as he said this, but he continued to look at Pony curiously, as if suspecting that her trip here was something more than a visit.

“We will have all the time that we desire,” Pony replied. “I promise.”

“Still, for the Queen to be riding without armed escort …”

“Do not think of me as the Queen,” she replied. “And pray, have none of your brethren announce my arrival beyond your abbey walls. I am not Queen Jilseponie here but just Pony, your friend of old.”

Braumin’s look shifted to a knowing expression, and he nodded and hugged her again.

Pony spent the rest of the day with Braumin and with Viscenti, who, quite the opposite of Braumin, seemed to have lost more than twenty pounds, and that from a frame that could ill afford it. Viscenti looked emaciated, worn away, but his smile was genuine and the inquisitive sparkle remained bright in his eyes.

They talked of old times and caught each other up on more recent events, Pony diplomatically edging around her present problems at Danube’s court, and with the other two politely not pressing her.

As the sun was setting, Pony rode out from St. Precious, walking her horse along a meandering course that generally led her to the western section of the city. To her relief—though when she thought about it, she realized that her fears were unfounded—she was not recognized by any of the folk along the streets.

Perhaps she would find a simpler existence here.

With that thought in mind, she changed her course and, instead of going to Chasewind Manor, rode to an inn and took a room, then sent a message to Roger and Dainsey.

Thus she lived, as the weeks of summer passed, not as the queen or a noblewoman at all, not as a sovereign sister, but merely as Pony, just as she had lived before the tide of momentous events had swept her anonymity and simple existence from her. She spent her days with Roger and Dainsey, and sometimes with Braumin and her friends at St. Precious. Together, they all planned a trip to the north, to Caer Tinella and Dundalis, to begin as soon as winter passed.

It was a quiet and calm and peaceful existence.

Pony knew that it would all change again, though, one autumn morning, late in the season, when the blare of trumpets and the cries of heralds awakened her, and nearly everyone else in the city, to the news that King Danube Brock Ursal had sailed into Palmaris.

She thought of going to the docks, but decided against it—she didn’t know who the King might have brought with him, after all. She headed instead for Chasewind Manor, knowing that Danube would expect to find her there and recognizing that there, at least, she could limit in attendance the companions the King might have brought with him from Ursal.

Her relief was complete a short while later when Danube arrived at Chasewind Manor without Duke Kalas or Constance Pemblebury, or any of the other nobles that Pony had no desire to see.

He rushed into the room before he could even be announced, running past Roger and Dainsey without acknowledging them, and falling to one knee before the seated—and trying to stand up!—Pony, taking her hand in his and bringing it to his lips in a gentle kiss.

He looked up at her with his gray eyes full of regret and weariness. “I had to come,” he explained. “I cannot tolerate another day without you. Nothing matters beyond that—I cannot even attend to the affairs of state, because without you there beside me, they seem unimportant.”

Pony hardly knew how to respond. She did stand up, and used her trapped hand to guide Danube up before her—and he wasted not a moment in wrapping her in a great hug. In that embrace, Pony was able to look over the King’s shoulder, to see the frowns worn by both Roger and Dainsey.

Those expressions reminded her, and she pushed Danube back to arm’s length.

“Do I need to remind you of all that happened?” she asked.

“Please do not. It would pain me too greatly,” Danube responded, and his voice was thick with regret. “Do not recount how I have failed you, as a husband or as a man.”

Pony’s expression softened considerably, and she clutched her husband’s hand tightly, even brought it up and kissed it. “You did no such thing,” she assured him. “You could not have anticipated the reactions of your friends in Ursal; and that alone, and nothing that you did, forced me back to the north.”

“For a vacation only,” Danube remarked, and Pony wore a doubting smile.

“Return with me!” the King insisted, “straight away, before the winter’s cold closes the river to transport. I care little for my supposed friends and their attitudes—I know only that I’ll not suffer another day without you by my side.”

Pony glanced over at Roger and Dainsey again, and it was obvious that they both disapproved.

But in truth, she was unsure at that moment. She certainly didn’t want to return to Ursal but neither did she desire the end of her third marriage. She had taken her vows in good faith, and if she couldn’t rightly blame him—and she didn’t believe that she could—then how could she forsake the duties she’d sworn to fulfill? Did she not owe Danube at least the attempt to make things better?

“Constance is back in Castle Ursal,” King Danube admitted then, and Pony’s frown was immediate.

“And I wish her to stay,” he went on. “That is her place, as it is yours.”

Roger started to say something, something far from complimentary, obviously, but Pony stopped him with an upraised hand.

“She has learned her place and will not interfere with our relationship,” Danube explained.

Pony almost blurted out about the poisoning, but she bit it back. There was no reason for him to know. It would bring him nothing but pain, and she knew that she had brought Danube enough of that already.

“I cannot make such a decision so quickly,” she said.

“Time grows short,” said the King. “Winter nears.”

Pony’s expression soured.

“You fear that Constance—” Danube began.

“Not at all,” Pony answered without hesitation and with all sincerity, for she feared nothing from Constance Pemblebury now that she understood the depth of the woman’s hatred for her. She could watch over Constance easily enough.

Her interruption made Danube step back and consider her even more carefully. “You do not feel the need to question whether or not I have resumed my relationship with Constance?” he asked.

Pony laughed, recognizing that she had jumped to a different, far more nefarious, conclusion at the beginning of his remark.

“The need to ask did not occur to me,” she said. “For if you had—have—resumed such a relationship, you would tell me, I am sure.”

The show of trust brought tears to Danube’s eyes, and he brought Pony’s hands up to his mouth and kissed them again and again.

He left her soon after, at her insistence that he give her the night to consider his words.

“You plan to return,” Roger remarked as soon as the King was gone, his tone showing his disapproval more clearly than his frown.

“I consider it,” she replied.

“How can you?” Roger asked.

“Perhaps I went to Ursal the first time without truly understanding that which I would face,” she said.

“And that ye’ll still face,” Dainsey said sourly.

Pony nodded. “Perhaps,” she admitted. “But never did I face anything in Ursal that I could not tolerate, as long as King Danube stayed by my side throughout it. I do have responsibilities to him, and I do not wish to hurt him.”

Dainsey started to say something more, but Roger grabbed her and quieted her. “Just promise me that, should you go, you will remember well the road home, and take that road if you need it.”

Pony walked over and placed her hands on her friend’s shoulders. “Or I will yell so loudly that Roger will hear and come to my rescue,” she said.

Predictably, King Danube was back at Chasewind Manor at the break of dawn, having ridden hard from River Palace where he had spent the night.

He was waiting for Pony at the breakfast table, his expression caught somewhere between smiling eagerly and terror stricken.

“If I return, it will not be as it was,” Pony explained as soon as she sat down, before even piling the assorted fruits set out for her on her plate.

Danube merely continued to stare at her.

“I will be more your wife and less your queen,” she explained. “I will move about the castle as I desire, and it is likely that I will spend less time within than without. I will embrace my role as a sovereign sister and work with the poor and the sick, using gemstone magic to heal, and without the trumpet blare and military escort.”

“There remains a matter of security,” Danube started to say, but Pony’s incredulous look put that thought away before it could gain any real foothold.

“Then you will return?” the King asked.

Pony looked away, looked out the window at the gardens of the manor house. After a while, she looked back and shrugged. “If I return,” she said again.

The King nodded. “Come back with me, I beg,” he said quietly, “on whatever terms you decide.”

Jilseponie put her hand on his. She gave no direct answer, but her expression made her intent quite clear.

Danube’s smile was wider than it had been in many months.

Roger and Dainsey, along with Braumin, Viscenti, and several other brothers of St. Precious, watched River Palace drift away from the Palmaris docks a few days later, carrying their friend back to that other world of Castle Ursal.

They had all argued with Pony not to go, but only to a point. Roger believed that she was returning ready this time, and though he feared for her, he trusted her when she assured him that if things got nearly as terrible this time, she would be fast out of there.

Still, Roger could not help biting his lip and second-guessing himself for letting her go, for not insisting that he go with her, as he watched the ship glide away from the docks and turn south.


Chapter 30
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Bruce of Oredale

HIS BEARD WAS GONE, HIS LONG HAIR NOW NEATLY TRIMMED OVER THE TOP OF HIS ears. Marcalo De’Unnero looked every bit as fit and in control as he had in his glory days at St.-Mere-Abelle, except that his brown robes had been replaced by the finery of a wealthy landowner, including a gem-studded eyepatch covering his right eye and some rather distracting jewelry: a dangling diamond earring and a lip cup, a small golden clasp that fit tightly over half of his upper lip, a fashion that was all the rage that year among the wealthy of Ursal.

De’Unnero hated the jewelry and the eyepatch, but though it had been more than a decade since he had last seen any of the Ursal nobles, like Duke Targon Bree Kalas, he knew that his appearance hadn’t changed all that much, and he had to be certain that he would not be recognized.

It hadn’t been difficult to get to this point. A well-placed bag of gemstones had bought him the social sponsorship he needed. He was calling himself Bruce of Oredale, supposedly a visiting landowner friend of the Earl of Fenwicke, a small but wealthy region in the southernmost reaches of Yorkey County, abutting the Belt-and-Buckle. Bruce of Oredale had brought along his beautiful young wife and their peasant squire.

De’Unnero and Sadye attended their first ball—there was one every week!—at the end of their second week in the city. King Danube was on his way to Palmaris, so De’Unnero didn’t have to pass that test just yet. As for the other test … he spent half the night chatting easily with Duke Kalas, and the nobleman obviously had no idea of his true identity.

The couple returned to their lavish apartment, with Sadye seeming perfectly giddy, laughing and excited.

“What?” Aydrian asked her when she first entered, and she burst out in laughter.

“A bit too much boggle,” De’Unnero explained.

“Oh, but it is not true!” Sadye cut in, her voice a bit slurred. “I am drunk with anticipation! Aydrian, you cannot imagine the beauty of court—of your court someday! What a life we will find!”

Aydrian looked at her curiously, then turned his gaze to De’Unnero, who was grinning as well despite himself.

“This part of our plan has gone more smoothly than I could have imagined,” he explained.

“The King has not heard of you yet,” Aydrian reminded. “Nor has Jilseponie.”

“By the time Danube returns, I will be so established among the nobles that he will not think to question me,” De’Unnero explained.

“And if the woman returns with him?” Sadye asked. A dark cloud passed over her face and over De’Unnero’s.

“We will see,” the former monk replied grimly. “Our plan is on schedule—ahead of schedule. Everything is in place: the soldiers, the weapons, the Abellican brothers loyal to Olin. When the opportunity presents itself, we will strike.”

“When?” Aydrian asked.

De’Unnero calmed himself in merely considering the word, the unanswerable question. He spoke of a plan as if everything had been written down, but in truth he knew that he and his companions were improvising, waiting for an opportunity to step forward and present their case for Aydrian. Even in the best of circumstances, however, Marcalo De’Unnero knew well that this would lead to conflict, likely to civil war.

With their unparalleled wealth, and with Olin’s tireless efforts to infiltrate their men into both the rank of the Church and the soldiers of the Crown, they would be prepared for even that.

“No, no, no!” the haggard woman, her hair more gray than its former blond, shouted, and she threw the pitcher she had been holding against the wall, shattering it into a thousand pieces and splashing water all over the walls.

She slammed her fists into her eyes and ran about in circles, howling.

Duke Kalas stepped in and forcefully caught her, holding her steady, wondering whether he had done right in coming to Constance with the news that Danube would soon return, Queen Jilseponie beside him.

“I cannot bear to see that witch again!” Constance wailed. “She has put a curse on me—yes, that is it! She has used her gemstones to make me ugly, to make my voice scratchy and weak, to make my limbs shake. Oh, she will see to my death and soon!”

Duke Kalas bit back a chuckle, realizing that his derisive doubts would likely break Constance then and there. It did hurt Kalas to hear his friend so obviously delusional. Jilseponie had put no curse on her, unless that curse was age; and if Jilseponie were the source of that common malady, then Constance would have to stand in a long, long line before getting her fingernails into the Queen!

“What am I to do?” she wailed, sinking to her knees and sobbing pitifully. “What am I to do?”

Duke Kalas stared at her for a moment, chewing his lip and gnashing his teeth, his smile long gone. He hated Jilseponie for bringing Constance to this pitiful condition, whether she had intended to do so or not.

“Get up!” the Duke commanded, grabbing Constance by the arms and hoisting her back to her feet. “What are you to do? Stand tall and proud, the Queen Mother of Honce-the-Bear!”

“She will rip my bastard children from the royal line!”

“Let her try, and know that a war would ensue!”

“Oh, Kalas, you must protect them!” Constance cried, grabbing him hard. “You must! Promise me that you will!”

Duke Kalas thought the request perfectly ridiculous. He knew that Queen Jilseponie had done nothing to harm the boys, had, in fact, been pleased that Danube had put them in the line of succession, even above herself, for Danube had excluded her outright. For all her faults, Jilseponie had never questioned that line, as far as Kalas knew, nor had she ever interfered with the formal training of Merwick and Torrence for their ascension, should that day come.

Constance didn’t want to hear any of that, he realized. She wouldn’t even understand his reasoning on that point. “Your children will be protected,” he assured her, and he hugged her closer.

She grabbed on to him as if her very life depended upon it, and wouldn’t let him let go—for a long while, burying her head in his strong chest, sobbing wildly.

Duke Kalas could only sigh and hold her as she needed. He had begged Danube not to sail to Palmaris, not to chase after the Queen. He had told Danube that bringing Jilseponie back would only lead to more grief and more trouble.

King Danube had made up his mind, though, and had dismissed Kalas as forcefully as ever before.

Danube Brock Ursal was Kalas’ friend, but he was also the king of Honce-the-Bear, and when he told the Duke to stand down on any issue, Kalas had no choice but to comply.

He could see the storm coming, though, standing there holding wretched Constance, who was near to breaking.

“You are not pleased that the Queen will return?” Bruce of Oredale asked a brooding Kalas one morning when he had the opportunity to join the fierce Duke on a morning hunt.

Kalas looked at him incredulously, his expression clearly relating that his battle with Queen Jilseponie was common knowledge.

“Do you believe that she returns for the King or for the lover that she left behind?” Bruce asked slyly.

Kalas pulled his powerful pinto pony to a halt and looked over at the man curiously. “What do you know?” he asked grimly.

“Only the rumors that have circulated the streets.”

“I have been on those streets often,” Duke Kalas said, obviously doubting.

“The streets of Oredale,” Bruce corrected, “and of every town in southern Yorkey.”

Kalas furrowed his brow.

“The Queen’s lover, so it is said, is one of our own,” Bruce replied. “He’s the son of a nobleman and a fine warrior, who previously came to Ursal in the hopes of joining the Allheart Brigade, but who got—how may I put this delicately?—sidetracked.”

Duke Kalas turned back to the path ahead and urged his horse into a trot. “You do know that you could be executed for merely uttering the suspicion of such treason,” he said.

“My pardon, good Duke,” Bruce said with as much of a bow as he could manage on his borrowed To-gai pony. He thought to say more but changed his mind and let his pony fall far behind the Duke’s mount.

The seed had been planted.

It occurred to De’Unnero that he might be moving too quickly; his words to the Duke had been no more than an impetuous improvisation. Still, he was smiling. Aydrian was growing impatient and so was he—and certainly so was old Olin. Everything was being put into place, but once there, it would not hold for long. Loyalties were a shifting thing, De’Unnero knew. Today’s hero was tomorrow’s villain—witness Jilseponie’s fall from popularity as clear evidence of that!

De’Unnero spent the rest of the morning hunt with those nobles closest to him, including a few—friends introduced through Olin—who knew the true identity of Bruce of Oredale. When that small group returned to the gardens of Castle Ursal, they found many of the ladies gathered about, gossiping and tittering and drinking—they always seemed to be doing all three of those things, De’Unnero noted with a frown.

He handed his mount over to a groom and went along with the other hunters to join the gathering. The topic of conversation was singular, he found, with everyone chatting about an event fast approaching: King Danube’s fiftieth birthday. All the ladies spoke of presents they wanted to give the King, with a few lewd suggestions thrown in, while all the noblemen chimed in with promises of finding the perfect To-gai pony or perhaps a wondrous hunting bow to offer their beloved King.

“He’d rather my charms,” one perfumed young woman said with a grin, and that had everyone laughing.

“I fear that I cannot compete with that!” a young nobleman replied, and they all laughed harder.

“But Queen Jilseponie can, I fear,” Bruce of Oredale remarked, and that cut the mirth off abruptly, all eyes turning to him.

“I do not see how she could possibly compete with you, fair lady,” De’Unnero went on, bowing to soothe the wounded pride of the insulted maiden. “But King Danube apparently remains blinded to the truth.”

“Blind indeed to bring her back,” someone whispered at the side.

“I suspect the charms of the men of court might prove a more worthy gift for our King,” Bruce remarked, and more than a few looks of confusion or of disgust came his way. “Not those charms,” he quickly clarified, laughing. “The warrior’s skills, not the lover’s.”

“What do you mean?” one man asked.

“When is the last time Castle Ursal saw a proper tournament?” De’Unnero asked.

“At the King’s wedding,” one man replied.

“That was a show, and no real tournament,” another was quick to correct, eagerness evident in his tone.

De’Unnero said no more, just let that seed germinate—and it did indeed, into excited chatter about holding a grand event to celebrate Danube’s birthday, many chiming in with “Why did none of us think of this before?” and “It will be the grandest tournament Ursal has ever known!”

The talk went on and on, gaining momentum with hardly a naysayer. The planning was in full bloom when Duke Kalas returned to the gathering.

“A tournament?” he asked skeptically of the nearest man.

“A grand celebration, my Duke! With a feast to celebrate King Danube’s birthday!” replied the nobleman.

Kalas stood there, listening, and seeming to De’Unnero to be intrigued at least, though perhaps with a bit of skepticism remaining. He adjusted his eyepatch and moved beside the Duke.

“And would not every aspiring young knight in all the land rush to take part?” he murmured to Kalas.

The Duke glanced at him.

“Especially a young knight hoping to someday ride beside mighty Duke Kalas in the Allhearts,” Bruce of Oredale added. He walked away, leaving Kalas to stew in the interesting mix.

“I do not like the greaves,” Aydrian said, shaking his leg so that Garech’s assistant, in a precarious crouch to begin with, tumbled away.

“Your legs must be protected!” Garech Callowag insisted. “One slash across the knees would lay you low.”

“No one gets close enough to my legs,” Aydrian replied with all confidence.

“Tell him,” Garech said to Sadye, who was sitting at the side of the room, seemingly quite amused by the nearly constant bickering between the young warrior and the armorer, especially now that the suit was nearly complete.

“Tell me what?” Aydrian asked. “How to fight? I could defeat the strongest warrior you could find to wrap in one of your metal shells, Garech, if I was naked and holding a broomstick for a weapon!”

If Garech was impressed, he didn’t show it. “When an opponent’s sword cuts low and you are about six hands shorter, I will find you and gloat,” he said dryly.

Aydrian smirked at him, then kicked at the assistant, who was stubbornly trying to come back and fit the greave once more.

“Enough, Aydrian,” Sadye interrupted. “You are acting the part of a fool.”

The young warrior glowered at her.

“Your first battle will not be against an enemy at all, need I remind you?” the woman went on. “It will be a joust, a tournament of warriors, where the splendor of the show is at least as important as the outcome of the fight. Allow them to fit the greaves and wear them at the tournament with the rest of your armor.” As she finished, she gestured at the armor, strapped to an Aydrian-sized mannequin against the wall.

And what a suit it was! A complete set of silver-and-gold plate armor, head to toe, polished and gleaming, with gemstones set into it. Garech had wanted it to be all of silvery hue, like the armor of the Allhearts. But De’Unnero, who wanted Aydrian to outshine even those splendid warriors, had insisted on the golden trimmings. The interlocking plates had been fitted exactly, with the intent that they would be adjusted with every change in Aydrian’s body. They moved smoothly and with minimal noise and a full range of motion.

The bowl-shaped helm tapered down in the back but only covered the upper part of Aydrian’s face, to just below the bridge of his nose, so that from the front, it looked more like a bandit’s mask than a warrior’s helmet. It was lined in gold, though gold comprised the entire horizontal piece that crossed over the nose and under Aydrian’s eyes. Garech had crafted a decorated ridge as ornament, that ran from behind the eyes around to the back, almost like the brim of a hat.

Without Aydrian’s additions, this marvelous creation would have been among the finest suits of armor in the world. With those additions, with a few well-placed magnetites and a soul stone, the suit was doubly effective at turning blows and capable of quickly healing its magic-using occupant if an opponent’s blow did somehow get through.

With Garech’s skilled assistance, Aydrian had made an improvement to his weapon as well. The pair had delicately set a tiny ruby and graphite into the base of Tempest’s shining silverel blade, and a small serpentine now adorned the crosspiece. With hardly a thought, the magically mighty Aydrian could turn his already fine blade into a flaming sword, and with another thought, could make it strike like lightning.

The tournament was fast approaching—De’Unnero’s subtle suggestions had been seized upon by the courtiers as a great opportunity for them all to win Danube’s highest favor, and the call had gone out across the land for every able-bodied warrior and archer to come and test his skills before his King.

This was much more than a birthday party for an aging King, though. As far as De’Unnero and Sadye were concerned, this was a passage to manhood for a future king.

Sadye looked at Aydrian, now dutifully allowing the greaves to be fitted about his lean and tightly muscled legs. Then she glanced over to the most extraordinary suit of armor she had ever heard of, let alone seen. She knew that this joust, the first formal knightly competition in Honce-the-Bear since the one held after the end of the rosy plague, would be one that would live on in legend for centuries to come.


Chapter 31
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Coming of Age

BY THE TIME River Palace TIED UP TO URSAL’S LONG DOCK, THE PREPARATIONS FOR the tournament were well under way—so much so that few in the city or at court even commented on the return of Queen Jilseponie.

Pony—and though she had returned, she still thought of herself as Pony again—was glad of that. The preparations would likely keep most courtiers busy throughout the winter of 845–846, offering her some time to settle in without the constant tension.

King Danube embraced the tournament wholeheartedly, with a rousing cheer for Duke Kalas and the others who were making the arrangements. “No finer gift could a king receive from his court!” he proclaimed.

Pony just smiled, glad of the distraction and happy that her husband was happy. She moved about quietly and said little, letting others carry the conversation at the nightly dinners and weekly balls. Often she left the castle, as she had promised she would, going out among the peasants to try to help them with their illnesses and with the general misery of their lives—particularly during this, the coldest of seasons.

When she was not out, the Queen kept mostly to herself, sometimes in prayer, sometimes just sitting at a window and trying to figure out where in this confusing life she truly fit in. There was no self-pity in her, though. Not at all. Pony had more memories—grand memories—than most could ever hope for, and now she understood that the situation was hers to control. She could either let the gossipers and troublemakers bother her, or she could ignore them and go on with her plans, pursuing her goals, shaping this newest chapter of her life.

In the castle, she was Queen Jilseponie, but out in the streets among the peasants, she was Pony. Just Pony, a friend of those in need.

With Danube, she was a little of both. She had to be there to support him during the times of tension that inevitably accompanied his position. And so she did, but quietly, from behind the scenes. She would not normally be in attendance any more when Duke Kalas or some other nobleman came for an audience complaining about this problem or that, but she would be there beside King Danube later on, lending her ear that he could relieve his tension with animated outbursts.

And after, when he wanted, with lovemaking.

Pony didn’t recoil from him at all. She would remain a good wife to this man, because she did indeed care for him deeply, did even love him.

For his part, King Danube kept his promises. He did not question his queen when she went out of Castle Ursal, and he did his very best to ignore the few rumors that had inevitably started circulating once more, now that she had returned to the city.

By the end of the third month of 845, the King’s birthday was fast approaching, and so was the end of winter. Several knights from Palmaris had come in before the winter, fearing that the roads would be closed until long after the joust, but the winter that year was a mild one, and a short one.

Marcalo De’Unnero watched the preparations—the great tents and the combat yard, the gathering of minstrels and chefs and warriors from all over the kingdom—with anticipation and a bit of trepidation. He had been staying away from the court proper of late, for the last thing he wanted was to be seen by Queen Jilseponie. Kalas had not recognized him, and in many ways he looked very different from the man the Duke had accompanied all the way to the Barbacan in pursuit of Elbryan and the heretics those many years before, but he had no doubt that if Jilseponie looked into his eyes but once, she would know the truth.

He was confident of that, because he understood that if Jilseponie’s appearance had greatly changed—and it had not, he saw on those few occasions when he had watched her from afar—he would still surely recognize her. She was his mortal enemy, as he was hers, and their mutual hatred went far beyond physical appearance.

So De’Unnero, in the guise of Bruce of Oredale, had stayed near the celebration grounds, watching it all, helping where he could. And now, this fine spring day, it was nearly complete, so close, in fact, that the Allheart Brigade, Kingsmen, and Coastpoint Guards were all out drilling for their respective marches across the field, the traditional King’s Review.

Aydrian’s day was fast approaching.

De’Unnero could hardly draw breath when he considered the trial coming fast before his protégé. He was asking this young warrior to do battle—and not just battle, but formal battle, which was an entirely different thing—against the most seasoned knights in the kingdom, and with only a modicum of training in such jousting techniques. He had sent Aydrian off to the southeast, to Yorkey County, for he would enter the tournament as a representative of some minor landowner firmly loyal to Abbot Olin’s pocketbook. That seemed the best cover, for Yorkey County, once a bitterly divided multitude of tiny kingdoms, was dotted by small castles—one on every hill, it seemed—and produced more Allheart knights and more of the tournament entrants than the rest of the kingdom combined.

Besides, Yorkey County was the supposed home, he had whispered into Duke Kalas’ ear, of the Queen’s lover.

“Squire Aydrian of Brigadonna,” De’Unnero whispered under his breath, the alias he had instructed the boy to assume. The former monk smiled wickedly at the thought. Yes, he was asking much of young Aydrian, but he had seen the boy at battle and understood Aydrian’s prowess with the gemstones. He knew the crowd would not soon forget this tournament.

Aydrian, dressed in normal peasant clothing and standing beside Sadye and De’Unnero, who were similarly outfitted, shook his head with disgust as yet another arrow sailed wide of the mark, flying down the long field set up for the archery contest, traditionally the first competition of a tournament. These were not the King’s elite knights competing here, not even soldiers but only simple peasants and huntsmen.

“I would never miss so easy a target,” Aydrian said quietly to his companions, his frustration at not being allowed to enter this contest bubbling over. “I could take the target dead center, then split my own arrow with the next shot!”

“You would not get a second shot,” De’Unnero corrected. “For Queen Jilseponie, if no others, would surely recognize the feathers topping that bow of yours.”

“Then I could have bought a simpler bow,” said Aydrian. “It would hardly have mattered. The outcome would be the same.”

De’Unnero turned and smiled at the cocky young warrior. “You think yourself better than any of them?” he asked.

“Easily,” came the response.

“Good,” said the former monk. “Good. And when you are King, you can hold tournaments at your whim and prove yourself—and then you will be able to use that elven bow of yours, as well. But for now, you stand here and you watch.”

Aydrian started to protest, but he held back, for he and De’Unnero had been over this time and again that morning. Aydrian and Sadye had arrived quietly in the city, unannounced, but letting a few people see their entry and see that they were carrying armor and all the accoutrements of a tournament competitor in their small wagon.

But De’Unnero had decided not to announce Squire Aydrian of Brigadonna publicly that day, the second of the great feast, the first of the tournament knightly games. He had explained to Aydrian that he wanted to hold back for dramatic effect and so that he could continue to plant rumors among the nobles. Aydrian had complained, for indeed, he truly wanted to leap into the competition right away, but De’Unnero had summarily dismissed him, reminding him that he, and not Aydrian, was in charge.

Not wanting to start that fight again, Aydrian did not now press the issue. He turned his gaze away from the boring archery tournament, with its incredibly average marksmen, where a hit seemed more luck than skill, and focused instead on the royal pavilion, a raised stage and tent, wherein sat the King and Queen and several nobles, including Duke Kalas in splendid silver plate armor, his great plumed helm beside him. The whole pavilion was flanked by armored Allheart knights, insulating their beloved King from the rabble.

Aydrian’s gaze fast focused on the woman sitting beside Danube: on Jilseponie, his mother.

His mother!

A host of questions assaulted him, concerning his own identity and the intentions of those around him. Why hadn’t Lady Dasslerond told him who his mother was? Why had she and the other elves insisted that Aydrian’s mother had died in childbirth? There could be no doubt that Lady Dasslerond, as well informed as any creature in the world, knew the truth, knew Jilseponie was not only alive and well but was also ruling as queen of the most important kingdom in the world.

And why had De’Unnero told him? He was grateful to the man, to be sure, but Aydrian wondered how much of their friendship was based upon complementary characteristics, and how much was De’Unnero’s opportunism in using Aydrian as a means to attain his old prominence again.

Aydrian chuckled at the thought and dismissed it, for in truth why did it matter? Was he not using De’Unnero in the very same manner?

He looked at his companion and smirked. A relationship of mutual benefit, he realized, and he was quite content with that. He didn’t love De’Unnero, hardly even liked him, to be honest. But together they would rise to greater glory than either of them could rightly expect on his own.

He let his glance drift over to Sadye, admiringly, thinking—not for the first time—that someday he might bring their relationship to a level of intimacy. His eyes roamed up and down her petite but well-toned body, her slender, strong legs, her small but alluring breasts.

Smiling all the wider, Aydrian turned his thoughts and his gaze back to the royal pavilion, and his grin fast drooped into a frown. For now his questions again centered on the Queen—this woman De’Unnero claimed was his mother; this woman, reputedly a great hero of the Demon War and of the plague, who had, for some reason he could not begin to understand or forgive, abandoned him at birth.

Or perhaps he could understand it.

Perhaps we are very much alike, Aydrian thought. Perhaps the Queen is concerned with personal glory and had little time to devote to an infant.

Aydrian, for so many years obsessed with the notion of attaining power and immortality, could easily comprehend such a selfish, consuming need.

But Aydrian, concerned only with Aydrian, could not begin to forgive Jilseponie.

Not at all.

The archery champion, a huntsman from Wester-Honce of no great skill—in Aydrian’s estimation—was soon named and was given as his reward a fine bow of yew, presented by Queen Jilseponie herself.

Aydrian again wished that he had been allowed to enter that contest, wished that he could stand before Jilseponie, asking her those questions with his eyes if not his lips. Patience, he told himself.

The rest of the morning was full of music and feasting, of jesters and bawdy plays, of the colors of the noblewomen’s fine silken gowns and the drab grays and greens of the peasant women’s dirty clothes. De’Unnero and Sadye kept close to Aydrian as they worked through the throngs, a rather pleasant, if uneventful morning.

The early afternoon was much the same, until the blare of trumpets announced that the competition field had been rearranged and that the tournament would begin anew. Caught up in the wave of bodies flocking to the small hills surrounding the field, Aydrian felt his heart leap even more in longing to participate.

For this was the start of the knightly games, the first melee, a scene of utter chaos and ferocity that young Aydrian was well-suited to dominate.

But De’Unnero would not let him. Not yet.

The competitors, almost every one wearing a full suit of plate armor, most of them Allheart knights, but with a few civilian noblemen joining in, rode their armored mounts onto the oval field from several locations, accompanied by the cheers and rousing cries of the throng of onlookers. Duke Kalas was not hard to spot, his great plumed helmet shining in the afternoon sun. The competitors formed into three ranks of seven or eight before the royal pavilion, with Duke Kalas centering the front line.

On Kalas’ signal, they all removed their helms and offered a salute of respect—a clenched fist thumped against the chest, then extended, fingers open—to King Danube and Queen Jilseponie.

“King Danube,” Kalas began, shouting so that many could hear—and the crowd went as silent as possible at that solemn moment. “On this occasion of your fiftieth birthday, it does us great honor to offer our respect to you. We ask your blessing on this combat and pray that none shall die this day—though if any should die, then he will do so knowing that he was honoring his King!”

King Danube responded with the same salute. The trumpets blared and the crowd roared.

“Notice that he said nothing of honoring Queen Jilseponie,” Marcalo De’Unnero remarked slyly.

“A slight?” Sadye asked.

“It is expected that the Queen will always be honored at such events,” explained the former monk, who had studied the etiquette and traditions of Honce-the-Bear extensively during his years at St.-Mere-Abelle.

Aydrian didn’t quite understand what the two were talking about, for he, unlike the others, wasn’t aware of the tremendous problems faced by this Queen who was supposedly his mother. He did note that both De’Unnero and Sadye were smiling at the notion that Jilseponie had just been slighted.

He turned his attention back to the field, to see that all of the competitors had taken up positions along the single-rail fence. The trumpets continued for some time, then were joined by a rank of thundering drums.

The trumpets ended, the drums rolled on, increasing in tempo until … silence.

King Danube stood again and surveyed the hushed crowd; then, with a smile he could not contain, he threw the pennant of Castle Ursal to the ground before the royal pavilion.

The competitors kicked their mounts into action, thundering to the middle of the field, falling into a sudden and brutal combat. They all carried heavy, padded clubs—not lethal weapons but ones that could inflict some damage!

It took Aydrian a few minutes to sort out the scramble as the horses came together in a dusty crash. The padded clubs thumped repeatedly off armor—one brave and poor competitor, wearing a patchwork of inferior armor, got smacked repeatedly until he finally slumped and dropped off his mount. Immediately, squire attendants ran out, to corral his rearing, nervous horse and to drag him off the field.

And then another, the only other competitor not wearing a full suit of armor, was ganged up on by a host of knights and beaten into the dirt.

“The noblemen do not appreciate inferiors trying to join their game,” Sadye remarked sourly.

“In the past, the tournament was a way in which the Allhearts, and all the King’s guards, tried to find newcomers worthy of joining their ranks,” De’Unnero explained. “It would seem that the times have changed. King Danube’s select group of friends does not wish to allow admittance by any who are not noble born.”

“What will they do, then, when I batter the best of their warriors into the dirt?” Aydrian asked with all confidence.

De’Unnero only laughed.

“You should have let me go down there,” Aydrian remarked, as a civilian and then an Allheart knight went spinning down heavily into the dirt.

“Tomorrow is another day,” the former monk said, and his tone left no room for debate.

The patterns of the fight began playing out on the field below, and Aydrian noted more than a few curiosities. Off to one side of the main melee, a pair of Allheart knights had squared off, but it seemed to Aydrian as if their swings were not especially vicious, and he noticed one or the other ignoring a perfect advantage, an obvious defensive hole.

The young warrior caught on quickly. These two were friends, and were playing for time as more and more of the others were eliminated.

Aydrian also noted that, while Duke Kalas was fighting furiously, taking down one after another, most avoided him—though whether out of deference to the Allheart leader or out of respect for Kalas’ fighting prowess, he could not be sure.

The crowd howled and roared, cheers rising as one competitor fell into the dirt after another. Soon it was down to four: Duke Kalas, a civilian nobleman, and the Allheart pair who had been fighting halfheartedly.

Kalas immediately charged after one of the Allheart knights, and Aydrian smiled, catching on. Kalas knew that if he remained alone on the field against the obvious friends, they would likely team up against him.

He was too anxious, though, and the knight leaped his horse aside and chased to join his companion, who was fighting the civilian.

The nobleman fought well, getting his shield up repeatedly to fend off heavy blows, and even managing one counterstroke that banged off the knight’s shoulder, nearly unseating him.

But then his friend came in from the other side, and the nobleman took a vicious smash to the back of his head. He staggered and managed to turn his horse somewhat, but that left an opening for the first of his opponents.

The To-gai mount of the Allheart knight leaped ahead, and the knight crashed his club on the nobleman’s shoulder, once, then again. The man wavered in his saddle, and the other knight smashed him across the head.

Down he went.

Even as he fell, Kalas was there, pressing one of the knights with a series of short, sharp blows.

Then it was two against one, but Duke Kalas didn’t pull away. He drove in his spurs, yanking his mount to the side, and the well-trained pony reared and kicked Kalas’ opponent.

Suddenly, the odds were evened.

Kalas took a glancing hit by the other knight for his efforts, but he shrugged it off and pulled the pony around. On came the fierce Duke, smashing away with abandon.

The crowd went wild, anticipating that a champion would soon be named.

Aydrian could hardly believe that the remaining knight was backing defensively in the face of Kalas’ wild offensive. Certainly the Duke was raining heavy blows, but just as certainly, the man was leaving wide openings.

Backing meant only that fewer of the blows would land, and perhaps not as hard, but the knight was offering no response at all.

Down came Kalas’ weighted club, banging against an upraised shield. Down again, and the knight barely managed to get his shield in the way.

The Duke’s To-gai pony pressed in hard, and the knight’s pony staggered. Reflexively, the knight grabbed the reins in both hands.

Kalas wasted no time, smashing his club across the knight’s visor. He pressed on even harder with his pony; and the knight, falling back and holding on instinctively, fell off, bringing his pony down with him.

The pony immediately scrambled up from the ground, leaving the knight writhing.

Duke Kalas wasn’t paying him any heed. He galloped to the royal pavilion, bent low, and scooped up the pennant, then rode the perimeter of the combat field, victory pennant held high.

The crowd went wild with enthusiasm, cheering for their beloved Duke—who had all along been regarded as the heavy favorite to win the competition.

Marcalo De’Unnero motioned for Sadye and Aydrian to follow him as he led them away from the tumult. “Duke Kalas will sit in wait for a challenger tomorrow,” he explained.

“I could have defeated him,” Aydrian stubbornly insisted.

“Prove it tomorrow,” said De’Unnero.

“By not entering today’s bout, Aydrian will have to go through all the rounds of combat,” Sadye remarked, looking at the former monk curiously.

De’Unnero smiled at her, showing clearly that she had guessed the plan. “All competitors who did not fight today will begin in the morning,” he explained to Aydrian. “Three winners of that group will join into the three groups divided among today’s losers, with the three who fell last before Duke Kalas to head each group. When a champion among the newcomers and losers is found in each group, he will fight the respective group leader, with the winners moving on.

“That will leave four, counting Duke Kalas,” De’Unnero went on. “And those four will fight until one is standing.”

“Open melee?” Aydrian asked.

De’Unnero shook his head. “One-to-one combat. Lance, and then weapon, if necessary.” He smiled and stared hard at Aydrian as he finished. “Real weapons tomorrow, not these padded clubs.”

Aydrian returned the smile, glad to hear it.

“One last thing,” De’Unnero said as they made their way out of the fairgrounds toward the villa that they had taken outside Ursal. “Duke Kalas, as today’s victor, will ride tomorrow as the King’s champion.”

“And Aydrian?” asked Sadye, but her grin told the young warrior that she already knew.

“Aydrian will not have to announce until the final round,” said De’Unnero. “Then he will ride for the Queen.”

“The Talon’s sure to win the first, eh?” said a grubby man with bristling brown and gray stubble for a beard and hair that he kept picking at, trying to tear out some lice.

“Should’a been here yesterday,” his equally grubby companion replied, running a dirty sleeve across his nose, then spitting on the ground to the side, the wad landing right at De’Unnero’s feet.

The former monk regarded it for a moment, then closed his eyes and suppressed any feral urges bubbling within him. He didn’t look back at the two particularly dirty and unpleasant peasants but considered their words as he looked at the field, where all the late entrants were gathering. It was easy enough for him to discern who “the Talon” might be; for among the dozen newcomers, only one wore the armor befitting a nobleman—or a rich nobleman’s champion, at least. The rest of the group were far less impressive, young men out to prove something to some lady who had caught their fancy, perhaps, or who were deluded enough to believe that their skill in riding and with the lance would somehow overcome the huge disadvantage brought by lack of armor.

De’Unnero smiled at the thought—he could well imagine inexperienced Aydrian riding out on the field in similar fashion, thinking his skill would overcome the disadvantage. That only reinforced to De’Unnero the good fortune Aydrian had found in connecting with him out there in the wilds of Wester-Honce. De’Unnero, too, was a master of fighting, and he knew without doubt that he could destroy Duke Kalas in combat.

Not on a horse, though, and certainly not in the formal combat of a joust. Aydrian’s fighting style, like De’Unnero’s, was one of foot speed and balance, but that did little good when your feet were set into stirrups!

And a lance was not a weapon to be dodged and parried.

Thus the armor. De’Unnero smiled in anticipation, for he knew that Sadye and the young warrior were not far off, and he could hardly wait for the grand entrance.

The armor! Not a man down there, not Kalas himself, was more splendidly outfitted; and the truth of Aydrian’s gemstone-enhanced armor was even more impressive than the show.

The gasps began to resonate across the field and to the left, and De’Unnero smiled all the wider. He saw the peasants parting like grain before the wind, and through the masses came Aydrian, tall upon Symphony. He wore the shining golden-trimmed armor, the helmet obscuring his features. Symphony, too, had been armored, lightly, and atop it, the horse wore a black and red fringed blanket, that hid the telltale turquoise set in his powerful chest. If she saw that gemstone, then Jilseponie would know the identity of the horse.

She would suspect anyway, De’Unnero figured, for few horses were as magnificent as Symphony, even though the horse was old. He didn’t fear that recognition, though, for De’Unnero knew that he would enjoy watching Queen Jilseponie’s face crinkling with confusion and trepidation.

He glanced at the royal pavilion then, and noted that Jilseponie and Danube were already looking Aydrian’s way, the King even coming out of his seat to regard the unexpected and unknown newcomer. Sitting beside Danube, Duke Kalas, too, rose to regard the unknown knight. Kalas, wearing his regular clothing, for he would not be fighting before midafternoon, tried to appear calm; but even from this distance, De’Unnero could see the curiosity on his face.

Onto the field rode Aydrian, sitting with perfect posture upon the imposing stallion. He kept Symphony at a slow walk, as De’Unnero had instructed, and took a roundabout route, letting the crowd see him clearly, on his way to the line before the royal pavilion, where he had to announce his intent.

Finally, he arrived, moving Symphony into place right beside the one called the Talon.

“Well done,” De’Unnero whispered under his breath, for while the other imposing knight looked over at Aydrian, the young warrior didn’t even do him the honor of looking back.

It took a long while for the crowd noise to quiet, and King Danube let it go at its own flow, sitting back, studying Aydrian.

De’Unnero was more interested in Queen Jilseponie’s expressions, for the myriad that crossed her face could be interpreted in a multitude of ways, he knew, and when he glanced at Duke Kalas, and saw the fiery nobleman looking at Jilseponie as often as he was at the newcomer, he could easily guess what sinister notions might be crossing Kalas’ wary mind.

Finally it was quiet, and the King stood, staring at Aydrian. This was when Aydrian was supposed to remove his helmet, De’Unnero knew, and he had instructed the young warrior to do no such thing.

“My King,” Aydrian said, and he drew out his sword in salute.

De’Unnero saw Jilseponie’s eyes widen, briefly. Tempest had been disguised, its hilt wrapped with blue leather, but by its very design, the elven sword was narrower and more brilliantly silver in hue than the dull thick swords of the human craftsmen. Like Symphony, the presentation of Tempest would be a tease for the Queen, yet another clue that could only heighten her suspicions.

“Do you wish to take part in our games?” King Danube asked after a while, when it became apparent that Aydrian had no intention of removing his helmet.

That was the formal greeting, and De’Unnero breathed easier that the matter of remaining concealed had not been challenged.

“I do, my King,” Aydrian said calmly.

“And what is your name and title?” the King formally asked.

“I am Tai’maqwilloq,” Aydrian replied boldly, “of Honce-the-Bear.”

De’Unnero started, surprised and angered that Aydrian had taken a name other than the one they had planned. After the initial shock, the former monk nearly laughed aloud, for it was obvious to him that Queen Jilseponie almost leaped out of her seat. She recognized the elven name, no doubt, and the simple fact of that told her that this was no ordinary nobleman! Furthermore, Jilseponie would understand the translation of the name, Nighthawk, so akin to her beloved Nightbird!

The significance seemed to be lost upon King Danube, though. He chuckled. “A strange name,” he remarked. “Or is it a title? And Honce-the-Bear is a large location, young Tai’maqwilloq. Could you be more specific?”

“It is my name, and hence my title, my King,” said Aydrian. “And I claim no specific place within your realm as my home. On the road I heard of this tournament, and so I have come. To prove myself worthy.”

“Worthy to the King?” asked Duke Kalas, breaking etiquette by speaking.

Danube turned a sour glance his way.

“Worthy to myself,” Aydrian answered, and Danube turned quickly back to face him. “For until that is proven, I am not worthy to anyone else.”

“Perfect,” De’Unnero whispered admiringly.

King Danube chuckled, breaking the tension. “Well, young knight, you have ridden to the right place for such a test,” he said, and he motioned to one of the squires, who ran out to hand Aydrian his padded club. Then Danube swept his hands to the side, to the trumpeters, who began their song announcing the beginning of the day’s competition.

It started with a brawl like the one the day before, an open melee, where only the last three astride would advance to the formal joust.

De’Unnero watched the tumult with approval, for Aydrian was playing nothing safe here. As soon as the drumroll ended, signaling the beginning of the fight, the young warrior charged headlong into the middle of the fray. He came through the small group that blocked his way like a giant scattering skinny-limbed goblins, Symphony slamming one horse and rider to the ground and Aydrian taking out the one on the other side with a mighty smash across the chest. The fallen competitor lay flat on the rump of his galloping horse for a few strides, then bounced off to slam hard into the ground.

For the third opponent, directly before him, Aydrian used his elven techniques. As the horses came abreast, the man tried to chop down at Aydrian, but the young warrior, using his padded club like a sword, gave a subtle parry that made his opponent’s weapon slide harmlessly to the side. Aydrian then hit his opponent squarely in the face, smashing his nose and blackening both his eyes beneath the brim of his armored hat.

The man went back—how could he not?—and the motion made him tug the reins, slowing his horse.

Aydrian hit him again, with a swipe to the back of the head as the horses passed, then he pulled Symphony into a tight turn and came up beside the dazed, possibly unconscious, competitor, who was still sitting astride the mount, though it seemed more out of simple inertia than stubbornness.

Aydrian could have reached out and gently pushed the man from his saddle, but the fire was in him now, the primal fury. He swatted the man with a brutal blow that sent him flying from his seat.

The crowd went wild with appreciation. De’Unnero’s grin nearly took in his ears.

Aydrian pulled up Symphony and looked around. Only a few competitors remained, including the Talon, who seemed intent on staying as far away from Aydrian as possible. That was a common practice among the nobles, based on simple logic—why fight each other when there are peasants, easy victims, to be found?

Aydrian wasn’t thinking that way, though, and Symphony thundered across the field to bring him to the Talon.

The man seemed genuinely surprised to see this other obviously rich knight coming after him, as was evidenced by his lack of preparation. He managed to fight his horse around into position, but he had to work hard to get his club up in line to block Aydrian’s swing.

It didn’t matter, for the swing was but a feint, anyway. Aydrian let go of his club as soon as it contacted the other man’s weapon, and instead grabbed the Talon’s wrist as the horses passed and held on with frightening strength, driving his spurs hard into Symphony’s flanks.

The horse charged by, then turned sharply behind the Talon’s mount, and Aydrian held on firmly.

The Talon twisted awkwardly, then flew free of his saddle, spinning and falling with his arms and legs flailing wildly, facedown to the ground.

The crowd went wild.

Aydrian had no weapon now, but it hardly mattered. The five others remaining wanted nothing to do with him, and so the young warrior paraded around the perimeter of the field, drawing huge cheers wherever he passed, while the others fought their clumsy way down to two.

The three remaining walked their mounts to stand before the King, who pronounced them worthy of the joust.

And all the while, Queen Jilseponie stared at Aydrian with a look of sheerest confusion, and Duke Kalas stared at him with a look of sheerest contempt.

De’Unnero’s smile had not diminished at all.

It was beginning perfectly.

“He will have to win three jousts to face his group’s leader, an Allheart knight,” Sadye said to De’Unnero as they wandered through the crowd at the midday festivities. Sadye had sent Aydrian away from the tournament grounds immediately following his victory, as planned, where other agents had collected him and hustled him far from adoring peasants and prying noblemen.

Their protégé had made quite an impression that morning, particularly on Kalas and the other knights. What pleased De’Unnero most of all was the reaction he was now hearing from the common folk. The name of Tai’maqwilloq was being spoken in every corner and always in excited tones. Before Aydrian’s appearance, the jousts, while entertaining, had seemed to the eyes of the peasants and many of the competitors to be more of a show than a true competition. For Duke Kalas had never been beaten, though he had battled nearly every competitor there more than one time previously. It had seemed a foregone conclusion that Duke Kalas would be named the King’s champion, which was why there had been so much excitement when the Talon had arrived. He was a nobleman from the Mantis Arm and by all accounts a formidable jouster, one who had never before battled against Kalas.

The common folk had hoped this man would rise to make an honest challenge.

And then Tai’maqwilloq had arrived, in armor as splendid as any of them had ever seen, with a magnificent horse and a wondrous sword, dispatching the Talon with such seeming ease, dispatching three others with brilliance and sheer power.

Suddenly the tournament seemed worth watching for more reasons than the spectacle of battle.

De’Unnero listened to it all, and he added his own feelings on the matter wherever he could to heighten the excitement.

“Five wins will get him to Kalas,” De’Unnero replied.

“Four, if the lottery of the three group winners and Duke Kalas pairs them,” Sadye said.

“It will not happen,” De’Unnero explained. “The excitement, after Aydrian moves on to the final rounds, will be to see him paired against Kalas. They will not hold that joust until the very end.”

Sadye grinned as he offered his assessment, for it became clear then that Aydrian’s choreographed appearance that morning had been for a good reason indeed. “Five jousts will tire him and his mount,” she said. “Duke Kalas has been given a strong advantage.”

De’Unnero seemed unconcerned. “Our young friend wants to be king,” he reminded her. “This challenge seems minimal beside that.”

Early that afternoon, Aydrian took his place in the lists for his first official joust. A rack of wooden lances, their tips blunt, stood at either end, with an attending squire standing ready to supply another lance to whatever rider happened to be at his end.

These early rounds were often the most brutal in the joust, for many of the competitors simply didn’t have the proper armor. So it was for the unfortunate peasant who lined up first against Aydrian. The man had on a hauberk, with layers of leather padding beneath. All competitors were offered a great shield of high quality, and this alone would afford the peasant any defense against Aydrian.

Aydrian took up his lance, feeling its weight and balance. Rationally, he knew that this fool would present no challenge to him, but he couldn’t deny the way his stomach was twisting. He had never fought like this before, and had only rarely battled at all from horseback!

It occurred to him that Brynn Dharielle would be virtually unbeatable at this type of combat.

A trumpet blare signaled the beginning; Aydrian tightened his legs on Symphony’s flanks and spurred the horse on a thunderous charge down the course.

On came his opponent, the man ducking behind his large shield, his lance unsteady in his hand.

Aydrian purposely angled himself so that his lance would hit the other man’s shield and the man’s lance would similarly slam his. He wanted to feel that unknown and obviously mighty impact, right now, early on, in preparation for the more formidable opponents he knew he would soon enough face.

The impact was indeed stunning. Both lances shattered, as jousting lances were designed to do, and it was only after Symphony had taken several more running strides that Aydrian realized that he had won, that the tremendous crash had sent his opponent spinning backward over his horse’s rump.

By the time he had pulled up at the far end of the course, the people were cheering, “Tai’maqwilloq! Tai’maqwilloq!” with abandon.

Aydrian looked back at his fallen opponent, the man flat on the ground, squires running to him.

So that was the truth of it, he realized. The initial passes of the joust, the three runs where replacement lances would be allowed, was a contest more of sheer strength and solidity in the saddle than any measure of battle maneuverability, though aim would become more important, he figured, when he started riding against the more-seasoned and better-armored opponents. Take that brutal hit and hold your seat, and victory would be there to claim.

The young warrior smiled, not only because of the rousing cheers for him but also because in that one pass he had learned much about the joust. In that one hit, he had learned that it would take much more than that to push him from his horse.

He had his second run about an hour later; and again, a single pass had the crowd cheering for Tai’maqwilloq and had his opponent lying in the dirt. His third opponent, an armored nobleman, took him two passes to unseat, the first to dull the man’s shield arm with a stunning blow, the second to put his lance above the man’s shield, catching him just below the shoulder. His second lance didn’t break, to Aydrian’s delight and to his opponent’s agony, for he lifted the man right out of his saddle, and he seemed to hang in midair for a long time before crashing down to the dirt.

Stubbornly, the nobleman climbed to his feet and drew out his huge sword, and the crowd cheered for Tai’maqwilloq to finish the job.

Aydrian looked to the squire handing him the third lance. “Ye get one more,” the toothless squire remarked with a huge grin.

“So does he,” Aydrian reminded.

“Aye, but he’s got no horse now, does he?”

Aydrian laughed and took the lance. “Need I stay on my side of the rail?” he asked.

The squire looked at him incredulously, and Aydrian certainly understood the man’s puzzlement. How could one as strong as Aydrian not even know the rules of the joust?

“The field’s open to ye,” the squire responded. “Just run that one down and move along. Take care, though, for he’s on the ground now, and that makes yer horse an open target.”

Aydrian turned back to the field and the waiting nobleman. The man stood shakily, one shoulder drooping. The young warrior thought that he should dismount and fight him on foot, but he quickly changed his mind, not wanting to show all his skills to his future opponents just yet.

“He will never get near my horse,” Aydrian replied to the squire and he drove his heels into Symphony, the great stallion leaping away.

The nobleman tried to dodge, but Aydrian was too quick for that. A shift of angle brought the lance squarely into the man’s chest and launched him through the air and onto his back.

Aydrian turned at the end of the run, watching as the stubborn man tried to rise again. The stubborn fool almost managed it, but then simply fell over sideways into the dust, where he lay coughing blood.

The attendants dragged him from the field; the crowd roared for Tai’maqwilloq.

Aydrian moved to the side of the field then, to his personal squires, a disguised Sadye among them.

“Your next opponent will be an Allheart knight,” she explained, “the leader of your group.”

Aydrian smiled.

The Allheart knight went down and stayed down on the first pass, as Aydrian angled his shield perfectly at the very last second to send the knight’s lance skipping high and wide and retracted his own lance, allowing his opponent to overbalance, then thrusting his lance hard, above the lurching man’s dipping shield. It was the greatest impact Aydrian had felt that day, as his lance smashed into the knight’s armored breast, and it nearly unseated Aydrian as well.

In truth, the young warrior thought he might fall, and might lose the pass, for when he glanced back, he saw the Allheart still astride his running horse.

But the fight was surely over, for the man was nearly unconscious. His well-trained horse kept running, but the man slid off the side, crashed against the rail, and fell under it to the ground.

The crowd roared to new heights, and there was a change in timbre to that cheering, Aydrian recognized and understood. Before, they were cheering for the impossible, for an unknown warrior. Now they were cheering for a man who had just clobbered an Allheart knight, a man who seemed destined to challenge Duke Targon Bree Kalas.

They held the lottery for the final four competitors soon after; and, as De’Unnero had predicted, Aydrian would be pitted not against Duke Kalas but against another Allheart knight, the largest of the competitors by far and a man who had won his group with ease.

By draw, Duke Kalas and his opponent went onto the field first.

Aydrian took Symphony to the side of the field, to Sadye and his attendants.

“Watch the Duke’s style,” Sadye remarked.

Aydrian laughed and walked away, hardly caring. When he was out of sight, he flexed his right wrist repeatedly, for the violence of that last hit had wounded the joint more than he had realized. Aydrian reached his thoughts to the hematite set into his armor and emerged back onto the field with hardly an ache soon after Kalas’ easy victory.

“Two passes,” Sadye remarked as an attendant helped Aydrian back into the saddle. “Though the first should have unseated the Duke’s opponent. He was good.”

“And glad I am to hear that,” Aydrian replied. “It would be a pity to go through such a day of triumph without a single challenge!”

His confidence brought a chuckle to Sadye. True to his own prediction, Aydrian trotted out to the field and defeated his second Allheart of the day, unseating him in the first pass and running him down with ease.

That left only two.

“Present yourself to the King,” the squire near one of the lance racks explained to Aydrian. When he turned, he saw that Duke Kalas had come back onto the field, trotting his powerful To-gai pony toward the King’s pavilion.

Aydrian joined him there, but as he had done with the Talon, he did not look at Kalas at all, just at the King and Queen.

Danube rose then and launched into a great speech about the glories of the day, of the hard-won victories and bitter defeats. He congratulated all who had competed but then pronounced that these two among the rest had proven themselves the strongest.

King Danube looked down at Duke Kalas first. “For whom do you ride, champion Duke Kalas?” he asked.

“I am Allheart!” Kalas pronounced in a loud and resonant voice. “I ride for King Danube! My King, my country, my life!”

The crowd roared.

“And for whom do you ride, champion Tai’maqwilloq?” Danube asked, and the crowd went wild at the mention of his name.

When they quieted, Danube unexpectedly continued. “You said that you came to prove yourself worthy. I expect that you have done just that!”

The crowd erupted again, this time into a combination of cheering and laughter.

Aydrian waited for it to subside. “When I find one a worthy challenge, I will name myself as worthy,” Aydrian remarked, and the crowd howled at such a brash statement. “That has not happened yet.”

Aydrian felt Kalas’ eyes boring into him and heard the Duke issue a low growl.

“I ride not for you, King Danube!” Aydrian announced suddenly in a tremendous voice. Danube’s eyes popped open wide, the crowd gasped, and Duke Kalas growled again. Not only was such a declaration amazing on this, the King’s birthday celebration but Aydrian’s referral to “King Danube” instead of to “my King” was no small matter of improper etiquette.

“I ride for Queen Jilseponie alone!” Aydrian pronounced, and again came the gasps and the growl from Kalas; and several of the nobles seated in the royal pavilion crinkled their faces in disgust.

But King Danube did not seem so upset. Indeed, he howled a great bellow of laughter. “But a fine night I’ll find with my wife if my champion fells hers!” he roared, and the crowd exploded into laughter again. “And a worse night of gloating, I fear, should her young upstart defeat my Duke!”

And then they were all laughing, except Duke Kalas, his lips thin with rage; except Queen Jilseponie, who sat there in blank amazement; except the other nobles, whose eyes shot daggers Aydrian’s way; and except Marcalo De’Unnero, who stood in the crowd nodding admiringly at the way his young friend had played out the drama, pushing hard but not too far.

A subtle nod as he was placing his great plumed helm atop his head was all that Duke Kalas needed to do to get his point across to the squire attending his weapon rack and to the one across the way, who would be handing a lance to Tai’maqwilloq.

To this point, Kalas had battled fairly—except for the inescapable reality in the general melee that afforded him the honor of rank and reputation—and had he been fighting anyone else in this final match, he would have gladly continued doing so, confident that he would emerge victorious.

He remained confident now, even before he had thought to give the telling nod, but, in light of Bruce of Oredale’s previous words and the declaration of the young upstart warrior, Duke Kalas also understood the dire implications here should Tai’maqwilloq somehow defeat him.

For the sake of his friend the King, he could take no chances.

That’s what he told himself, anyway, the self-justification he needed to take the lance from his attendant. It was heavier than any of the others on the rack, and with the exception of its somewhat dulled point, was, in fact, an actual weapon of war and not a lance for jousting. Kalas settled it easily beside his magnificent shield, emblazoned with his family crest: the pine tree of St. Abelle with a dragon rampant on either side, their flaming breaths joining above the tree.

The mere sight of the Duke attired so magnificently, a seemingly unbeatable foe, the epitome of knighthood, often stole the strength from his opponents, and Kalas’ chest swelled when he heard the appreciative cheers of the peasants.

In the royal pavilion, sitting very straight backed and outwardly composed, Jilseponie watched the young champion, this greatly skilled warrior, deeply intrigued and with more than a little trepidation. His name was elven, clearly, as was that sword he had presented. And she could see in his graceful movements that he was a ranger.

He had to be. There could be no other explanation. But why, then, was he here, entered in a tournament that had nothing to do with the Touel’alfar? A knightly joust that had nothing at all to do with the calling of a ranger? Would Elbryan have entered a tournament?

No. Even had he heard of such a challenge, her husband would have had no reason to attend, and, indeed, his responsibilities to the reclusive folk who had trained him would have kept him far away.

To her thinking, Tai’maqwilloq’s presence here simply made no sense—unless it was somehow connected to her. He had proclaimed himself her champion, yet another clue that he was tied to Dasslerond’s people. But why? What message was the lady of Caer’alfar trying to send to her?

One other thing gnawed at the Queen’s curiosity: the horse. She couldn’t see much of the stallion’s features, for its chest and head were covered by decorative cloth and armor, but that stride! So long and powerful, the hind legs tucking way in under its belly, then exploding back with tremendous power. Pony knew that stride, had seen it in only one horse in all her life, one great horse who had taken Elbryan and Pony to the end of the world and back.

If Tai’maqwilloq’s horse was not Symphony, then it was as akin to Symphony as any horse could be! Pony considered the span of years. Even if Symphony had been a young colt when first Elbryan had found him, which she did not believe, then the horse would now be old, very old, in his twenties at least and likely into his thirties. Could a horse that old, and with so many difficult trails and trials behind him, still run like the steed of Tai’maqwilloq, with legs fluid and strong?

Perhaps it was Symphony’s offspring.

Pony reached into her pocket and put her hand around a soul stone. As she had done several times before during the joust, she reached out through the gemstone, seeking that magical connection she had known with Symphony.

But if this was Symphony, if there was indeed a magical turquoise embedded in this horse’s muscular chest—a gem planted by Avelyn as a gift to Elbryan as a means through which he, and then Pony, could communicate with the intelligent horse—then she could not sense it.

The combatants had their weapons in hand then and were moving into position at opposite ends of the course, and the trumpeters put their horns to their lips.

Pony chewed her lower lip nervously.

Brimming with confidence, Aydrian lowered his lance and drove in his heels, and Symphony leaped away. On the other side of the rail, Duke Kalas kicked his To-gai pony into a similar gallop.

Aydrian could see the pinto’s muscles working and knew that he would not hold too great an advantage, horse to pony, in this match. Superbly trained, intelligent, and pound for pound stronger than a draft horse, the To-gai ponies had earned their reputation as being among the finest mounts in the world. They were not small creatures—indeed many were not even true ponies, being taller than the fourteen-and-a-half hand defining height—and even the smallest of the Allheart mounts weighed a solid seven hundred pounds.

The riders neared and Aydrian focused on his opponent. Kalas was going straight for his shield, which seemed to be the custom for first pass, and so Aydrian did likewise, more than willing to trade crushing, punishing blows with the older Duke.

Besides, Aydrian didn’t want to end the fight too quickly—he knew that he was obligated to please the crowd.

Aydrian’s tip connected first, and he grinned beneath his helm—or started to, until his weakened lance shattered into several pieces before making any truly solid connection.

On the other hand, Kalas’ hit proved stunning, as strong an impact as young Aydrian had yet known, driving his shield arm back into his side with tremendous force.

And the Duke’s lance did not break!

Kalas drove on, the sturdy lance wrenching Aydrian’s arm up awkwardly—the young warrior heard his shoulder pop out of its joint. Then the lance slipped off the end of the twisting shield and smashed hard against the top of Aydrian’s breast.

The horses thundered by and Aydrian felt as if the world was spinning. He growled away the pain and the shock and stubbornly held his seat.

Or tried to, for in that moment of semiconsciousness, the young warrior’s magical hold on Symphony was no more, and Jilseponie’s call got through.

Symphony threw a great buck, and Aydrian went flying away, head over heels.

He landed facedown, his wounded arm beneath him. He heard the crowd cheering, cheering, and for a moment, felt giddy at the rousing sound.

But then he realized that they weren’t cheering for him.

Aydrian lifted his head and planted his right hand in the torn turf, then drove himself up onto his elbow. He looked around and had to wait a long moment before the dizziness began to subside.

Then he rose to his knees and then to his feet, and the crowd went wild again.

Aydrian spun, to see Kalas with another lance in hand. Stubbornly, the young man tore his broken and battered shield free of his left arm, then drew out his sword, presenting it in challenge to the mounted Duke.

“As you wish,” Duke Kalas mumbled, seeming more than pleased. He kicked his heels into the To-gai pony, lowering his lance as he charged.

Aydrian waited, waited, measuring the speed, turning his legs for the dodge he needed to make.

The lance rushed in at him. He started right, further aside, and Kalas, obviously anticipating what seemed like the only move, angled the lance appropriately.

But Aydrian pivoted back immediately, quickly stepping before the charging pony. He got bumped and would have gone down and been trampled, except that he kept his wits enough to toss Tempest aside as he rolled before the pony, then grabbed the beast’s right rein, balling his fist and pushing off the muscled neck as he came around, somehow avoiding the thumping hooves. In the same movement, and with muscles honed by his many years under the harsh instruction of the Touel’alfar, Aydrian turned alongside the passing horse and leaped.

He caught hold of the saddle first, then snapped his arm up around Duke Kalas. In an instant he was up behind the Duke on the pony, his right arm under Kalas’ armpit.

Aydrian tugged back with frightening strength, and the Duke went with him, yanking the bit so forcefully that the To-gai pony reared and neighed in protest.

Over and free of the horse went Aydrian, clutching the Duke, who landed under him on the muddy field.

As he caught his breath, Aydrian scrambled away on all fours—or all threes, since he kept his throbbing left arm tight against his chest—to retrieve Tempest.

He rose and turned, to see Kalas standing.

“Foul! Foul, I say!” the Duke yelled, lifting his helm and pointing Aydrian’s way. “He struck my mount!”

But the crowd would hear none of it, and neither, apparently, would King Danube, for the claim was truly without merit.

Kalas growled and replaced his helm, motioning for his attendant, who brought him a fine sword, thicker than Tempest, but seeming well balanced from the way Kalas twirled it.

“You will wish that they had granted the foul and ended your suffering,” Kalas promised as he came in ferociously, his sword cutting whistling swaths through the air.

Aydrian ducked as the blade swished by, then stabbed ahead suddenly, Tempest scoring the Duke’s shield, then jumped back again as Kalas slashed across with a powerful backhand.

On came the Duke, roaring with every stride and every cut, nothing less than magnificent, and the crowd howled in appreciation.

But Aydrian knew the truth, if stubborn Kalas did not. The elven sword dance, bi’nelle dasada, had been designed specifically to combat this slashing and whirling fighting style, and though Kalas was better than most—better than any, perhaps, in this particular style—Aydrian found holes in his defenses repeatedly, and quickly stepped forward with a sudden thrust, Tempest chipping away at the Duke’s shield.

Ahead came Aydrian, another solid hit, and this time Tempest’s mighty blade drove through the shield, just below its top. Kalas backed and ducked, and Tempest pierced through.

With a roar, the Duke slashed once, twice, thrice, striding forward each time, and narrowly—so narrowly!—missing Aydrian’s head with each cut. The crowd gasped, once, twice, thrice, in accord with the deadly cuts.

They thought the Duke had the young knight dead. And Kalas, his expression one of complete elation, apparently believed the insurmountable advantage his.

Aydrian let that blade get close enough so that he could hear it breaking the air beside his head, let the Duke press forward, let the crowd lose their collective breath.

He sent his thoughts into the serpentine and the ruby, enacting a shield and setting his blade aflame, then stepped back, bending his knees so that he went down beneath the fourth cut, then came up strong, his fiery sword ringing against the side of Kalas’ heavier blade.

A fiery sword! The people of Ursal had never seen such a thing!

Now Aydrian played the Duke’s game to dazzling perfection, spinning his blade to perfectly complement the movements of the other sword, parrying here, swishing beneath or above there. He worked his feet fast, not back and forth, but in a dancing, roundabout manner that had both Aydrian and the Duke spinning. The young warrior got one advantage and darted behind Kalas’ flank, smashing the length of Tempest’s blade across Kalas’ armored back, a ringing hit but one that did little damage to anything more than the Duke’s inflated pride.

Around came Kalas with a mighty swing, and the two went into their dance again, blades spinning high and low, Tempest trailing flames. Then Aydrian, who wanted the show to be nothing short of spectacular, sent his energy in short bursts through the graphite in Tempest’s blade so that sparks flew with the flames whenever the blades came ringing together.

Kalas cut down and across, and Tempest picked it off. The Duke replied with a downward semicircle, slashing at Aydrian’s belly; but Aydrian’s blade countered with a similar movement, in perfect timing to pick it off again. The Duke shield-rushed—and Aydrian, his left arm still sore, was vulnerable to that, except that he danced back and back again and smashed Tempest against that shield with enough force to draw a groan from the raging Duke.

Kalas spun out of it and slashed again, and then again, but Tempest was there—was always there—deflecting each blow harmlessly aside in a sliding and sparking parry or catching the Duke’s sword and holding it immobile.

Kalas surprised Aydrian then, starting another wide-swinging slash, then stopping abruptly and stabbing straight ahead, a move more akin to the elven fighting style. Tempest errantly started across Aydrian’s body, but he retracted it in time to prevent receiving a serious stab, getting merely a glancing hit, though the sudden, jarring retreat he was forced into brought another wave of pain from his shoulder.

“Your mistake,” Kalas said to him, pressing on.

“Yours,” Aydrian corrected, for he knew that the time had come, and he wanted to make the ending dramatic.

Kalas’ sword worked a series of whipping sideways figure eights in the air as he charged, a dazzling display for the unskilled onlookers.

Nothing but pure opportunity for Aydrian. Kalas’ sword rolled out to Aydrian’s right, and so the young warrior stepped that way.

Back flashed Kalas’ sword, to center and ahead in a devious thrust, but Aydrian had seen it coming and had kept his run to the right. He dove into a roll, came up, and dashed behind the Duke.

Around spun Kalas with a mighty roar, shield sweeping out wide, sword trailing in a mighty cut.

Aydrian rushed ahead and stabbed him through the chest, suddenly, easily. Fiery Tempest pierced the Duke’s fine armor, and Aydrian heightened the drama and the effect by releasing the energy of the graphite fully.

Kalas was flying backward, his sword sailing wide to one side, shield flapping on the other. His helm blew off from the lightning jolt, and the straps on his greaves exploded so that he left his boots behind. He landed more than five strides away, on his back, arms out wide to the side.

The crowd … was perfectly silent. Aydrian looked at the royal pavilion, to see both King and Queen, and every other noble, leap to their feet, hands over mouths.

An attendant rushed out to the fallen Duke and lifted his head. Now the crowd was murmuring; Aydrian heard crying and screaming.

“He is dead, my King!” the attendant cried, and the wailing heightened.

Aydrian searched the throng and finally spotted De’Unnero, who was looking down at him and nodding approvingly. Never had Ursal seen such a spectacle as the fall of Duke Kalas!

Still looking at De’Unnero, Aydrian put his hand over his breast, and the former monk understood, and nodded his head toward the fallen knight.

“Make way!” Aydrian commanded, shoving the squire aside and to the ground. Several Allheart knights were at the Duke’s side by then, but Aydrian pushed through, kneeling before the fallen man.

“What devil magic did ye use?” one of the knights yelled at him.

Aydrian ignored him, concentrating instead on Duke Kalas. He bent over the man, very close, let the hematite, the soul stone, set in his armor cover the wound in Kalas’ chest, and put his face very near the Duke’s.

“Live,” he commanded, and he sent his healing energies out through the stone. “Live!”

The spirit of Duke Kalas walked down a long and shadowy road, gray fog drifting up about him. He knew that he was dead or dying, understood that the power that had struck him was beyond anything he could have ever anticipated.

And now he was going, going, falling into the dark abyss of death.

A glowing hand appeared before him, hovering in midair, the warmth of its light burning away the gray fog.

The hand of death, Duke Kalas believed, and he knew that he could not deny the call, knew that he was gone from life.

He took the hand with his own, and then he understood.

Tai’maqwilloq!

He felt life in that hand, not death, felt energy coursing back into him, into his spirit and into his broken body.

Who was this young man who had come to win the tournament?

Who was this young man who had defeated him with power beyond his comprehension?

Who was this man, this giver of life, reaching out to him now to pull him back from the walk of the dead?

A moment later, Duke Kalas began to cough and sputter, very much alive.

The crowd went into an approving frenzy.

Aydrian rose, to find that a squire had retrieved his mount and brought it near. With a final look into Kalas’ eyes, a final sharing of the truth of the strength that was Aydrian, he mounted and walked the horse to face the royal pavilion.

“I know not what to say, Tai’maqwilloq!” King Danube proclaimed when the throng at last quieted and the young champion had presented himself before the pavilion—though he had still not removed his fabulous helm. “The pennant of victory is yours!” With cheers ringing from every angle, King Danube tossed his flag, the same one Kalas had retrieved to claim victory in the general melee, to Aydrian.

Who stiffened in his seat and let the prize fall to the dirt.

“I rode not for King Danube,” the young warrior declared loudly and resolutely. “I would take as my prize the pennant of Queen Jilseponie.”

He could see that he had her totally flustered, totally unprepared to answer his request. She stared at him for what seemed like hours, shaking her head in disbelief and confusion. Then she reached back and claimed the queen’s pennant, which hung from the back post of her seat, and tossed it out to him.

Aydrian gave a half bow. Raising the pennant high, he kicked Symphony—and he knew that Jilseponie knew that it was indeed Symphony—into a victory lap of the field, then thundered away down one of the ramps, through the throng, and away.

Leaving behind a fuming Danube, a completely perplexed Duke Kalas, and an equally amazed Queen Jilseponie.


Chapter 32
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A Bold Step Forward

AYDRIAN LEFT HIS ATTENDANTS BEHIND AND RODE OUT OF URSAL AND ACROSS the fields surrounding the city, going past the estate where he was staying and returning only much later, under cover of night.

He was anxious and nervous, almost giddy with relief and pride at his performance, but he had no idea how De’Unnero would react to the manner in which he had felled Duke Kalas.

It was late into the night before De’Unnero and Sadye returned, but despite his tremendous exertion that day, Aydrian hadn’t begun to find any sleep. He was there, pacing just inside the door, when the pair walked in.

De’Unnero held Sadye back, then walked up to the young warrior, standing barely an inch away, eye to eye.

“You improvised,” the former monk said quietly.

“Duke Kalas changed the rules,” Aydrian replied.

“Your lance was weakened, his own strengthened,” De’Unnero agreed. “I thought you were defeated.”

Aydrian managed a smile. “As did I,” he answered, “for a moment. It went beyond the lances, for there was a moment when Symphony was not my mount, was answering to another call, that of the Queen.”

“Your mother?” De’Unnero asked sarcastically, a wry grin widening on his face. “Working against you?”

“Or simply calling to the horse,” Aydrian reasoned unconvincingly, for, indeed, De’Unnero’s innuendo shook him.

“You handled yourself and the unexpected situation beautifully,” De’Unnero went on. “Better than I would have expected from one your age, despite your training and your experience. The defeat of Duke Kalas was one that the peasants, the nobles, the churchmen, and particularly Duke Kalas, will not soon forget.”

He reached up with both hands and patted Aydrian on the shoulders, nodding and grinning.

“I wonder about the wisdom of restoring Duke Kalas’ life, though,” Sadye remarked a moment later, from back by the door. “That one might prove to be a thorn.”

But De’Unnero was shaking his head before she ever finished. “He loves his King, ’tis true,” he answered, “but he hates the Queen profoundly, even more so as Lady Constance Pemblebury continues to deteriorate. She was not even at the tournament either day.”

“The absence was notable,” Sadye agreed. “And there was a melancholy about her children, I noted; one that I believe stemmed as much from concern for their mother as from their own inability to join the games.”

De’Unnero didn’t disagree with her assessment. “If we do not overtly go against the King, Duke Kalas will prove to be no obstacle.”

“Our very presence goes against the King,” Aydrian remarked.

“But no one knows that,” said De’Unnero. “Against the Queen, yes. That will soon enough be revealed. Indeed, in my guise as Bruce of Oredale, I have already made that position quite plain to the beloved Duke—in a manner, though, that speaks in the King’s best interests. I do believe that many in attendance at the games understand that Tai’maqwilloq is no friend to Danube, but Tai’maqwilloq will not be seen for a long while among the folk of Ursal.”

Aydrian looked at him curiously.

“Put your armor away and rub a bit of dirt onto your handsome cheeks, young attendant,” the former monk explained, “for you will not leave this house as Tai’maqwilloq but only as just another hopeless and helpless peasant.”

“Or perhaps as a monk from St. Bondabruce,” Sadye remarked. “That guise would be easily enough achieved.”

Neither of the options was particularly pleasing to Aydrian, who had heard the cheers of the crowd and wanted desperately to be done with this, to claim the kingdom as the first step on his road to complete glory. His look was sour then, as much the pout of a child as the arrogance of the champion.

De’Unnero and Sadye laughed at him, but in such a way as to invite him to join in.

“Patience,” said De’Unnero. “The seed is planted and well fed. It will grow. Now, to bed with you, with all of us. I must be away before the dawn to Abbot Olin’s emissaries, who witnessed the tournament with great relief and pleasure, I believe.”

“And then?” Sadye asked.

“Why, back to the court of King Danube, of course,” said De’Unnero. “My target now is the stunned Duke of Wester-Honce, once dead, once raised, and that by the man who killed him. It will be interesting to see how this sudden and unexpected course of events sits with the man. Quite interesting indeed.”

Aydrian let the conversation drop at that, for he well understood the importance of converting Duke Kalas to their cause. When the moment of the coup came, an alliance with Duke Targon Bree Kalas would guarantee their securing Ursal and the backing of upper echelons of the King’s army. No matter how they went about it, they all understood that this coup would not be bloodless, even if King Danube were to cooperate and die soon of natural causes. But with Kalas beside them, the bloodshed would not likely begin until Aydrian and the others had built an insurmountable advantage.

The only thing that bothered Aydrian at that point was his understanding that his major part in the seeding was now done. He’d likely spend the next few weeks hidden away in the estate—if he was lucky. If not, it could drag out to months, to years.

No, not years, Aydrian decided. His patience would not last much longer, and when it broke, he would bring about his ascension by any means necessary.

Nor would he truly be confined within the estate, he silently decided, and his hand slipped down over the breastplate of his armor, over the soul stone.

The next day, De’Unnero did not seek out Duke Kalas, as he had intended, for when he arrived at court, dressed as Bruce of Oredale, he discovered that the Duke had sent out agents throughout the castle and throughout Ursal, seeking to learn more of the mysterious Tai’maqwilloq.

De’Unnero went back to his work among the other nobles, spreading rumors against the Queen—no difficult task—figuring that Duke Kalas would come to him soon enough.

Out in the garden, he ran into an unexpected potential ally, sitting quietly by herself off to the side.

“Bruce of Oredale at your service, Lady Pemblebury,” he said, moving to join her.

Constance Pemblebury looked up at him, and only then did De’Unnero truly appreciate the devastation that had come to this woman since the Queen’s return. Her blond hair seemed much less lustrous, thinner and grayer, her skin was chalky and dry, and heavy bluish bags lined her eyes. Those eyes were the most telling of all. There was no inner sparkle. No life.

De’Unnero had seen that dead look before, usually in the eyes of people right before they succumbed to a deadly illness. There was a hopelessness there and a helplessness.

“Do I know you?” Constance replied, her hand trembling as she reached for a glass of wine.

“Nay, though surely I have heard of you, Lady Pemblebury, the great lady of Ursal!” De’Unnero said, trying to breathe some fire into her by using so flattering a title.

Constance laughed at him. “The old cow who did her duty, then was pushed aside, you mean,” she answered, and she looked away.

There was nothing coy in her answer, no indication that she was fishing for more compliments.

De’Unnero reconsidered his course. If Constance Pemblebury was to be his ally, it would have to be unintentional, two separate entities striving for the same goal, he decided.

“You did not attend the tournament, I believe,” he said, thinking to lead her in a roundabout manner to discern if she had any inside information on Duke Kalas’ latest efforts.

Constance didn’t answer, didn’t even look back at him, and he wondered if she had even heard him.

He waited a bit longer, repeated the question, and then, when no answer seemed forthcoming, he merely said, “G’day, my lady,” and rose from his seat and walked away, all the while wondering how he could use Constance’s breakdown as a weapon to further ensnare Duke Kalas, well-known to be her dearest friend.

He spent the rest of the day wandering about the many garden gatherings, this private end to the days of feasting for the select few who comprised Danube’s court, this quiet and more cultivated event without the troublesome rabble. De’Unnero politely excused himself from any conversation that seemed meaningless in light of his focus, and earnestly joined in any talk of the previous day’s events, especially those that hinted that this Tai’maqwilloq warrior was somehow linked to the Queen, was likely her young lover.

Ah, but Marcalo De’Unnero was truly enjoying this day of gossiping and sniping. He was surprised, though, and more than a little disappointed, when, even after the King and Queen were announced and took their places among the guests, Duke Kalas did not make an appearance.

The leader of the Allhearts was likely still recovering from his first-ever tournament defeat, De’Unnero figured.

He left court that evening convinced that the tournament had gone a long way toward further undermining Jilseponie. While that pleased him, he wanted to push it even further, for like Aydrian, his patience was beginning now to fray.

He was walking out of the castle gates when he heard a call behind him.

“Bruce of Oredale!” came a booming voice. “Stand fast!”

De’Unnero stopped and slowly turned, to see a large soldier, an Allheart knight, walking swiftly to join him.

“You are Bruce of Oredale?” the knight asked.

De’Unnero nodded.

“Pray come with me,” said the Allheart. “Duke Targon Bree Kalas desires to speak with you.”

De’Unnero nodded again and quite happily followed. He found Kalas in a small study tucked away in the corner of the first floor of the great castle. Dark wooden bookcases on either side of the stone fireplace gave the place a regal look. Though it was warm, Kalas had a small fire burning, a single log, the glow backlighting him, making him look even more intense, sitting there, hardly blinking, his strong hands folded before him, his face resting against them. On the desk between his elbows rested an open book, which De’Unnero recognized as a history of a long-ago battle. The former monk looked from the book to the Duke, his respect for the man increasing. Apparently, the man was more than a warrior, was a tactician as well, and was smart enough to study the histories for insights.

Kalas waved the Allheart knight away and bade the man to shut the door.

“I suspected that you might wish to speak with me,” De’Unnero said, taking a seat in a comfortable chair across the small rug from the man.

“Tai’maqwilloq,” the Duke quietly replied.

“Nighthawk,” answered De’Unnero. Kalas looked up at him curiously and intensely, for the familiarity of that name could not be missed. “That is the translation,” De’Unnero explained.

“Nighthawk?” the Duke asked skeptically.

De’Unnero changed the subject, wanting to broach Aydrian’s true identity carefully, if at all. “Skilled with the sword and with sacred gemstone magic, it would seem,” he remarked.

“One can only imagine where he learned his use of the gemstones,” said Kalas, his eyes narrowing, De’Unnero’s clear implication being that the Queen might have taught the young warrior.

De’Unnero chuckled, thinking that the Duke was winding himself into a knot, and one that kept pointing accusingly toward Jilseponie. “He learned from people you cannot begin to imagine,” he said cryptically.

“This Nighthawk,” said Kalas. “Is this the young warrior you spoke of to me that day of our ride? Is this the one rumored to be the lover of Queen Jilseponie? For the good of the Crown, I will hear it!”

De’Unnero was chuckling, despite Kalas’ growing anger. He paused for a moment, considering the road before him and wondering how fast he should ride down it. Certainly he had to make no decisions then and there, had to say nothing that would lead Kalas anywhere in particular—for it was obvious that the man was beside himself with anger and was continually associating that anger with Queen Jilseponie.

De’Unnero couldn’t help himself, for this was too much fun.

“It would be more evil than you can imagine if Nighthawk was the lover of Queen Jilseponie,” he remarked.

The Duke leaped to his feet. “What do you know of him?” he demanded. “I will have it, all of it.…”

“Pray sit down, Duke Kalas,” said De’Unnero. “Tai’maqwilloq is no lover of the Queen.”

Kalas had started forward, but that last remark hit him, and he returned to his seat.

“Nor did he defeat you fairly,” De’Unnero went on. “He used magic—in his armor and his blade. Without it …” He shrugged, letting Kalas take it to whatever conclusion his pride demanded.

“You seem to know much of him,” the Duke said suspiciously.

“More than you can imagine,” De’Unnero replied. “I have had a fair hand in his training.” As he spoke, he reached up and pulled off his distracting earring. “Indeed, since I learned the truth of him, nothing has been more important to me than his proper grooming.”

“You keep speaking in circles,” Kalas growled at him. “You try my patience.”

In response, De’Unnero pulled off his eyepatch and sat back, staring at the confused Kalas intently. “Do you not recognize me, my old ally?” he asked.

Kalas shook his head, his face screwed up, though whether with confusion because he did not recognize De’Unnero or because he did, De’Unnero could not tell.

“Perhaps not ally,” De’Unnero clarified. “Though we did join in common cause against the rebels at the Barbacan.”

He could have pushed Duke Kalas over with a feather. The nobleman sat there, jaw slack, eyes staring. “Marcalo De’Unnero,” he said quietly.

“The same,” said De’Unnero. “And I assure you, my good Duke, I am no enemy of you or your King. It is your Queen that I despise profoundly and the Church she serves, a Church that has become soft in an attempt to wrest secular power from your friend the King.”

“I should strike you down!” the Duke cried.

“Unlike my protégé, I would not bring you back from the dead should you try,” said De’Unnero. He sighed and shook his head, then moved forward in his seat, his voice rising along with his sudden animation. “But enough of this foolishness. I come here as your ally and surely no enemy.”

“What are you talking about?” Duke Kalas demanded. “What is this foolishness? Who is this strange Nighthawk? If not the Queen’s lover, then who?”

“Her son,” De’Unnero replied calmly. “The child of Jilseponie and Nightbird.” He paused a moment to let that sink in, then slowly added, “By the words of your King on the day of his marriage, he is the heir to Honce-the-Bear.”

Again Kalas seemed as if he would simply fall over. De’Unnero, still unsure if he had taken the right steps here, or had acted too boldly and threatened all his grand plans, reached down and pulled a small bag of gemstones from his belt, tossing them at Kalas’ feet. “I have a thousand, thousand more just like that one,” he assured the man, who was looking down at the glittering stones that had spilled out of the sack. “More wealth in my coffers than all of the nobility of Honce-the-Bear,” De’Unnero explained.

“What foolishness is this?” demanded Kalas, stammering out each word and standing again. “Do you think you can buy my loyalty away from the King?”

“Never that!” De’Unnero snapped with equal intensity. “The one good thing left in this ruined kingdom is the King of Honce-the-Bear. I ask you not to go against him, nor would I ever deign to do so.”

“What, then?” asked Kalas, still seeming more angry than intrigued—and De’Unnero had to wonder again if he had been wise in coming here.

“I do not enlist you here, Duke Kalas,” he calmly explained. “That was not my purpose, but I thought that I owed it to you to tell you the truth of the situation. By the King’s own proclamation, Aydrian—that is the young warrior’s true name—as the child of Jilseponie, is the rightful heir of Honce-the-Bear.”

“The witch hid the truth from him,” muttered Kalas.

“Not so,” said De’Unnero. “She knows nothing of Aydrian, for he was taken from her on the field outside Palmaris, while she was unconscious after her battle with Father Abbot Markwart.”

“Curse his name!” Kalas put in, and De’Unnero let the remark pass.

“Jilseponie believed her child died,” the former monk went on. “She will be surprised when she learns that she is the queen mother, should it ever come to that, and more surprised will she be to learn that her son despises her more than do you or I.”

“She will never be the queen mother,” said Duke Kalas. “You speak as a fool …”

De’Unnero stood up, tall and imposing, and stared hard at the man, stealing his words. “You have witnessed but a fraction of Aydrian’s power, Duke Kalas,” he said calmly. “He killed you, then tore your spirit back from the realm of death.”

Kalas was breathing hard then, and De’Unnero was beginning to think that the impact of the previous day’s event upon the man had been profound indeed. He was beginning to recognize that he had been brilliant in speeding up the process at this time.

“When the time comes for succession, it will not be Midalis, nor will it be those pitiful waifs Merwick and Torrence,” he said. “I do pity your friend Constance, but she is no more fit to preside as queen mother than her whiny little children are to sit on the throne, and you know it.”

Kalas didn’t reply, and his silence spoke volumes.

“By Danube’s own words, it will be Aydrian,” De’Unnero finished. “Go and read the record, if you must. It has been studied, word by word, by great scholars within a faction of the Abellican Church that is not pleased to have Jilseponie as a sovereign sister, much less as a queen.”

Kalas obviously could hardly believe what he was hearing, and every time De’Unnero let out that there might be much more to his plan, the man seemed to find it harder to breathe.

“Impossible,” Kalas replied.

“Jilseponie’s child into the line, above Merwick and Torrence, above Prince Midalis,” said De’Unnero.

“Not without war!” the Duke cried.

De’Unnero chuckled and directed the Duke’s gaze back to the open bag of gemstones. “A thousand, thousand more just like it,” De’Unnero said again. “Do you believe that I would come here, would let Aydrian anywhere near Ursal, if I was not prepared for the potential consequence? Do you not know me better than that, my old companion?”

Duke Kalas stared down at the bag, understanding well that this was much more than a bluff.

“Why does this news not appeal to you?” De’Unnero asked, and Kalas looked up at him incredulously.

“Are you so pleased with the disposition of court of late?” De’Unnero asked. “King Danube is the sole shining spot, we both agree, despite his choice of Queen, and so the kingdom remains secure as long as he lives.”

“He has a younger brother,” Kalas reminded. “A fine man.”

“Yes, there is an interesting case, for Midalis is a fine man, from all that I have heard,” said De’Unnero. “But he is a man without a wife, and it is well known that he and Jilseponie have been quite friendly in the past.”

“What are you saying?” the Duke asked incredulously.

“Honest rumors, and not the typical gossip of the court, show that there has been a past attraction between the two,” De’Unnero answered. “Is it such a stretch for you to believe that the Prince would wed his dead brother’s wife? Surely there is precedent in the court of Ursal!”

Duke Kalas sat back, assuming the same pensive pose he had been in when De’Unnero, when Bruce of Oredale, had first entered.

“Do you know who I am?” De’Unnero asked.

“I am Marcalo De’Unnero,” the former monk explained. “Marcalo De’Unnero, who believes that there is a profound difference between those born to lead and those born to follow. Marcalo De’Unnero, who believes in the dignity of the State and of the Church. Marcalo De’Unnero, who shuns this foolish notion of the peasant queen and of the present-day Church that every man is equal, and equally worthy.”

“Yet you are Marcalo De’Unnero, who would put the son of peasants upon the throne,” Kalas reminded him.

“Never was Aydrian trained to see the world as a peasant,” De’Unnero replied. “Nay, he was trained by the most aloof people in all the world, the Touel’alfar. He understands the difference between nobility and rabble, I assure you.

“And he understands the value of advisers, most assuredly,” De’Unnero finished. “Better for Honce-the-Bear if Duke Targon Bree Kalas stands as one of those close advisers.”

“You speak as if the King were already dead,” the Duke said, in a clearly accusatory tone.

“May Danube outlive us all,” De’Unnero replied without missing a beat. “But I do not expect that, nor do you. Surely you can see the lines of fatigue on his face, the creases of worry brought about by the error that is Queen Jilseponie. The man is battered every day by his mistaken choice, and it will not likely get any easier for him, from what I have heard at court concerning the return of the hated Queen.”

Duke Kalas sat back and considered those words carefully. “And if he outlives us all?” he asked. “What will Marcalo De’Unnero and this young savior do then?”

“Aydrian will make his mark, if not as king, then as an Allheart knight and perhaps as Prince of Honce-the-Bear.”

Duke Kalas shook his head, smiling. “You do not understand the weight of that statement,” he said, seeming mildly amused. “One does not simply insert someone into the royal line without making grave enemies.”

“Do you think that I, that we, fear any enemies at all?”

Duke Kalas’ smile disappeared in an instant, his expression going grim.

“The pieces are all in place, Duke Kalas,” said De’Unnero. “I am no fool, and I understand the breadth of that which I plan to accomplish.”

“And exactly what is that?” the Duke asked.

“Aydrian will be king, and will need advisers,” De’Unnero explained. “For as soon as he is on the throne, my allies and I—or our like-minded followers who live on if we have gone from this world—will use his influence to enact the much-needed change within the Abellican Church. I have no secular aspirations, if that is your fear; and I tell you again, in all honesty, that there is no one in all the world better capable of correcting the course of the kingdom than Aydrian. Should the time come for Aydrian to ascend before you have passed this life, better off would Aydrian and the kingdom be with Duke Targon Bree Kalas standing loyally beside him, thus uniting the Allhearts in the vision of the new kingdom—or better said, in the vision of the return to the old kingdom.”

It took Kalas a moment to digest that suggestion, but when he did, his eyes widened. “Uniting the Allhearts?” he remarked.

In response, Marcalo De’Unnero looked down again at the spilled gemstones and gave a chuckle. “A thousand, thousand more just like it,” he said a third time, the implications clear and ominous that he had already enlisted men within Kalas’ own trusted force.

“Your friend King Danube is safe,” De’Unnero assured the troubled Duke. “From Aydrian, at least, though I doubt that his choice of Queen makes him safe from his inner enemies. When the time comes for succession, the kingdom of Honce-the-Bear will become again the shining star it was before the Demon War, before the errors of Father Abbot Markwart and the insinuation of Jilseponie Wyndon into the royal mix.”

Kalas held his pensive pose for a long, long time. “What would you have me do?” he asked at length.

“Nothing, and that is the beauty of it,” De’Unnero replied. “The events are in motion, and have been, with or without the aid of others, even myself. To survive the coming maelstrom, you must wisely choose which side will prevail. But, in truth, Duke Kalas, you would do well to choose with your heart as well. The kingdom of Aydrian will be no friend to Alpinadoran barbarians—can the same be said of Midalis’ reign, should that come to pass? The kingdom of Aydrian will be no friend to the present incarnation of the Church, and will force a return to the older ways, where the brothers are less concerned with the goings-on of the common rabble, where the brothers recognize that there is indeed a profound difference between a King and his subjects in the eyes of God, that there is indeed a difference between a Duke and his subjects in the eyes of God.”

De’Unnero didn’t miss the gleam that came into Kalas’ eyes at that remark.

“Can the same be said of a kingdom ruled by Prince Midalis, who is so fond of Jilseponie?” De’Unnero asked.

It was a small wince, but one that De’Unnero did not miss.

“I am but a cog in an army that will sweep Aydrian to power when the time of ascension is upon us,” the former monk went on. “I tell you all this because, though we were not friends, I hold you in the highest regard and respect you as a fellow warrior.”

“And you plot against my King.”

“I do not,” De’Unnero lied. “Though I do plot against the canker that has invaded the kingdom, swelling and festering through Church and State.”

“I will make you no promises,” said Duke Kalas.

That alone was far more than De’Unnero needed to hear. For a few moments, he had been afraid that the Duke would have him arrested on the spot. Apparently, the sobering defeat on the field and the rescue from the realm of death had made a tremendous impact on the volatile man.

Kalas looked down at the gemstones. “Magical?” he asked.

“No,” answered De’Unnero. “But we have many that are, and in the hands of those who best know how to use them—and not even Queen Jilseponie could stand against Aydrian in a battle of magic. His powers extend beyond those of mortal men, I say.”

Duke Kalas, who had been pulled back from the other side of the grave by the young man, did not disagree.

“Our swords are more impressive than our magics,” De’Unnero went on. “With a snap of my fingers, I could launch the kingdom into revolution, brother against brother, soldier against soldier, Allheart against Allheart. This canker is the Queen and the Church—we both know it—and when King Danube is ready to admit that, or when his time has come to pass from this world, that canker will be removed.”

Duke Kalas stared at him hard, a man in obvious turmoil.

Marcalo De’Unnero stood up and—not even bothering to retrieve the bag of gemstones, which only heightened his claim to uncountable treasures—bowed and walked from the room.

His step along the road out of Ursal was much lighter that night, full of anticipation and excitement. He knew that he had gotten to Duke Kalas, as valuable an ally as he could ever find. He knew it! They suddenly seemed so much closer to the prize!

Back at the estate outside the city, Aydrian knew it, too, for he had ventured secretly with De’Unnero this day, using a soul stone to free his spirit from his body. He had been present at De’Unnero’s conversations, particularly those with Constance and Duke Kalas, and had lingered on with Kalas long after De’Unnero had departed. The man was unnerved, was outraged, and was frustrated.

But Kalas did not try to stop De’Unnero from leaving, and he did not run to his King with the startling news.

The time was fast ripening, Aydrian realized even more than had De’Unnero. All they needed now was a catalyst, and the throne would be his.

As he considered De’Unnero’s earlier words with a particularly unsettled noblewoman, Aydrian began to understand where such a catalyst might be found.


Chapter 33
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The Stooge, the Catalyst

“THEY ALL SAY THAT HE IS YOUR WIFE’S LOVER!” CONSTANCE PEMBLEBURY DARED to say aloud.

She was alone with King Danube for the first time in many months, having found him on his morning walk along the castle’s northern battlements. She recognized his surprise in seeing her to be genuine, as was his comment to her that she seemed in fine spirits and health this day.

It was true enough. The previous few nights since the tournament had been among the best Constance had known in months and months. Dreams had visited her, premonitions, she supposed, of a kingdom without Jilseponie, of a return to those days when she had ridden beside Danube as his friend, his confidante, his lover.

Yes, they were more than dreams, Constance knew. They were a visitation from a guardian angel, perhaps, telling her to hold her course, assuring her that times would get better. Thus, she had found her heart once more, had come this morn full of determination to find Danube and to facilitate the return to the better times of Castle Ursal.

“They say many things,” the obviously weary—and weary of such talk!—King Danube replied.

“You are deaf to it because you choose to be,” said Constance.

Danube started to walk away from her, but she grabbed him by the arm and forced him to turn around and look at her. Then she stepped back, for she did not like what she saw in Danube’s eyes, the hatred and the explosive anger.

“You heard the young champion’s own words,” Constance replied, her voice thinner than it had been during her previous declarations. “And the whispers …”

“Are the work of fools and troublemakers,” the King replied. “Gossipmongers, seeking to instill some excitement into their dull lives, whatever the cost, whatever the truth. I know not the identity of the young champion—nor his intent in so proclaiming himself as champion for the Queen—but I would more likely believe that your friends enlisted him to do so, that your ridiculous assertions could seem to have substance, than I would believe any betrayal from my wife.”

That set Constance back on her heels, but Danube was hardly finished.

“My wife, Constance,” he said again, more forcefully, grabbing her by the shoulders and putting his snarling face right before hers. “Not just the Queen. Not some unwelcome peasant in Castle Ursal. My wife. My love. I would give my life for her. Do you hear me? I would wage war for her. Do you hear me?”

With each question, the King gave Constance a little shake, and the fire behind his eyes intensified. But then Constance gave a small cry, and Danube calmed suddenly, letting her go and stepping back.

“I will hear no more of this,” the King said quietly. “Not from you nor anyone else.”

“Danube,” she wailed, falling back into him. “It is only because I love you so …”

He pushed her away roughly, sending her skittering back several steps.

“Your tactics disgust me,” said the resolute King. “And in truth, I begin to blur the line between the tactics and the tactician. Take heed, Lady Pemblebury, for your gossip borders on treason.”

Constance stood there trembling, her eyes going wide.

“Take heed, Lady Pemblebury,” the King went on, his voice low and threatening, “else you will find that your children have been removed from the royal line.”

With a wail, primal in its intensity, poor Constance ran away.

The weeks following the joust were difficult for Jilseponie. Who was this young champion? He bore an elvish name—a name very much like the elvish title granted to Elbryan. He fought with bi’nelle dasada—how clearly she had recognized the fighting style! He carried an elvish sword—and he fought with gemstone magic as well as with that sword!

He rode Symphony.

Symphony! The great horse that had carried her and Elbryan home from the battle with the demon dactyl in the far-off Barbacan, the great horse that was so much more than a mere beast, was so much more intelligent. Jilseponie could not reconcile the horse’s years with the health she noted in Tai’maqwilloq’s mount on the tournament field, but she knew that, despite the fact that Symphony had to be two decades and more, that had indeed been Symphony down there. She had called to him, and he had answered, and she knew that voice as intimately as any.

Who was this rider, this ranger, who claimed to be fighting for her?

She heard the rumors, as well, of course, the nasty whispers that named Tai’maqwilloq as her secret lover. At first, they had shaken her, for the young warrior had indeed been brazen that day on the field, his every word and action doing nothing to diminish the whispers, even seeming to give them some credence.

That first night after the joust, though, her husband had come to her, and it was obvious to her that he had heard the rumors as well.

Danube never even mentioned it to her, and they made love sweetly that night, and had several times over the next few weeks.

Not once did King Danube justify the whispers by even asking Jilseponie about the young warrior, and only once, right after the joust, had she turned to him and told him that she was as perplexed by Tai’maqwilloq as was he and everyone else.

The gossip that this young warrior was her lover simply did not enter her relationship with Danube, and that gave Jilseponie the strength to suffer through the barbs without much concern.

She remained very concerned about the young warrior, though, thinking that he was a not-so-subtle message, or warning, from Lady Dasslerond. To that end, the Queen used those resources available to her—including the chef who had become her friend and many servants, too low on the social ladder to be a party to the gossipmongers—to begin a network of inquiry, to send scouts out among the common people of Ursal, trying to glean some information about the true identity of Tai’maqwilloq. She wanted to find him, to question him directly.

As the days brought no information, she sent her network out into the countryside, even enlisted one merchant to sail to Palmaris, bearing a letter to Roger Lockless. Perhaps Roger could get to Bradwarden, and the centaur to the Touel’alfar.

Of course, that would take months.

“What troubles you, my love?” King Danube asked when he entered their private quarters that night, to find Jilseponie sitting by the window, staring out absently.

“Tai’maqwilloq,” she honestly answered, and she heard the King pause in his approach.

Jilseponie turned to her husband and bade him to come sit by her. “His presence here frightens me,” she explained.

“If he is even here,” the King replied. “No one has seen him since the tournament. It is as if he merely rode through the fight and vanished. If my senses were not so grounded, I would think it Elbryan come back from the grave to ride for his love!”

The remark caught Jilseponie off her guard, and she turned an alarmed expression to Danube, wondering if his words had been inspired by jealousy. She saw differently, though, saw that her husband was completely at ease, as if—even if his words had been true, even if it had been Elbryan’s ghost returned—it would not shake his love for her.

“He resembled Elbryan in more ways than you understand,” Jilseponie admitted, and Danube did wince, only slightly, at those words.

“How so?” the King asked. “You did not even see him without his helmet.”

“His fighting style,” she admitted. “You know that I carry the secret of the elven way.”

King Danube slowly nodded.

“Tai’maqwilloq—an elvish name that means ‘Nighthawk’—fought in the elven style, and with a sword that served his style, which marks it as an elven weapon,” Jilseponie remarked.

“Are you certain?”

She nodded.

“You believe that Lady Dasslerond sent him?” Danube asked.

Hearing Danube speak the name of the lady of Caer’alfar sounded very strange to Jilseponie. Of course Danube knew of her, knew her personally, but the King understood his place in the relationship with the reclusive elves. His kingdom, and certainly Dasslerond’s, were both better off if the elves were no more than wild fireside tales to the folk of Honce-the-Bear. In all her years beside Danube, she believed, this was the first time Jilseponie had ever heard him speak Dasslerond’s name.

“He intrigues you,” Danube remarked.

“He frightens me,” she corrected. “It is not like a ranger to ride into a tournament to prove himself worthy.” She started to elaborate, but then just shook her head.

King Danube draped an arm over her shoulders. “We will find him and learn his intent, if any there is,” he assured his wife.

“Your court certainly takes pleasure in the inferences,” said Jilseponie, but she was smiling as she spoke the words.

Danube laughed aloud. “My court is comprised of some very bored people, it would seem. They create intrigue to cause a stir.”

“They gossip to elevate themselves.”

“And there is always that!” her husband agreed, and he turned to her, his laughter subsiding as he stared into her blue eyes, his expression becoming more serious.

He bent toward her and kissed her, gently pulling her down to the bed beside him.

Despite the vicious rumors and the strangeness of Tai’maqwilloq, at that moment, Jilseponie was very glad that she had accepted Danube’s offer to return to Castle Ursal.

“Yes,” said Constance, and though she had not imbibed a single sip of liquor that day, she sounded very drunk. “Yesh,” she slurred. “I will do worse to the bitch queen than kill her.”

She chuckled, covering her mouth with her hand, then chuckled some more, and some more, until it became hysterical laughter.

Aydrian’s spirit hovered nearby, watching it all with amusement. His patience was gone, and, given the conversion, or at least the ambivalence, of Duke Kalas, the eager young ranger saw no reason to wait any longer. He needed a catalyst, someone to launch the kingdom into disarray.

Thus he had come in spirit to Constance, whispering a plan that would turn the kingdom on its side and give him and his companions the opportunity they needed.

Constance, of course, had no idea where the subtle suggestion had come from, but she had seized upon it with all her heart.

The hourglass had been turned at last, the sand running fast.

When Aydrian returned to his body in the estate outside Ursal, he found De’Unnero sitting before him, waiting for him.

“What are you doing?” the former monk asked sternly. “You said nothing of spirit-walking.”

“Do I need your permission?” Aydrian asked, and he stared at De’Unnero’s eyes as he spoke the words and saw a flash of anger and almost expected to get hit.

“We work in concert or not at all,” De’Unnero said.

“I certainly will do nothing to injure our cause,” Aydrian answered. “A cause that is as dear to me as it is to you, my comrade.”

“Queen Jilseponie is quite powerful with the gemstones,” said De’Unnero. “If you go near her in spirit, she will sense you and perhaps pursue. That is not a fight that we need at this time.”

“Nowhere near Jilseponie,” Aydrian assured him. “Not directly, at least. I have enlisted an ally, though she does not understand that she is an ally.”

De’Unnero furrowed his brow, staring hard.

“Constance Pemblebury has broken, I fear,” said Aydrian.

“Beyond usefulness,” the former monk insisted.

“Not so,” said Aydrian, a grin on his face. “Any tumult she creates will prove valuable, perhaps. Or perhaps not,” he added with a resigned shrug, “but she is an opportunity worth trying, for there is no risk to us.”

“You possessed Constance?” De’Unnero asked incredulously, and he didn’t seem very happy at that prospect.

“I went to her with a suggestion,” Aydrian explained. “I showed her a few images of a potential future, of Jilseponie murdering her children to secure her own place in the royal line. She was easily enough convinced.”

“Convinced to do what?” De’Unnero asked.

Aydrian shrugged, not wanting to get into the details. “Whatever she does, it will not please Jilseponie, I am sure,” he answered. “And confusion is our ally, is it not?”

De’Unnero just continued to stare at him.

Aydrian knew that the former monk would not interfere. De’Unnero was as frustrated as he was, despite the apparent gains made at the tournament and with Duke Kalas. They had a significant alliance formed within the court, within the military, and within the southern abbeys of Honce-the-Bear, from St. Bondabruce all the way to St. Honce. In addition, they had a powerful mercenary force assembled, using peasants and pirates, ready to march to Ursal from a score of towns at Abbot Olin’s word. They were on the edge of seizing power, but the defining event, the catalyst for the revolution to begin, still escaped them.

“I grow tired of waiting,” Aydrian said boldly. “I was born to rule Honce-the-Bear, and more. My pedigree cannot be underestimated and no one in the history of our race has seen more intensive training than I. I was destined to rule, and so I shall.”

De’Unnero stared at him blankly, so obviously stunned by the frank and blunt admission.

“Does that surprise you?” Aydrian asked. “Or is it that you are surprised to learn that the student intends to play a role in his own ascension? You see, my friend, we have a dilemma here, one that you are going to have to sort out in your own mind. You view me as a way for you to garner back your power, and so I am. But I am no puppet.”

“Do not overestimate your understanding of the situation,” De’Unnero warned.

“As you should not underestimate it,” Aydrian replied. “I have started things this night with Constance Pemblebury. The situation will move quickly now, and we must be wary and ready.”

“Ready for what?” De’Unnero asked.

“Ready to claim that which is ours,” Aydrian answered him. “Nothing short of the throne of Honce-the-Bear, and for you, the leadership of the Abellican Church.”

It was obvious that De’Unnero didn’t even know how to answer that.

“Watch, my friend, and be ready to strike,” Aydrian said to him. “For there may soon be a vacancy on the throne that many will seek to fill.”

“Be careful,” De’Unnero warned.

“Be ready,” Aydrian replied with all confidence.


Chapter 34
 [image: ]

Checkmate

JILSEPONIE WAS MORE THAN A LITTLE SURPRISED, AND WARY, WHEN A LADY-IN-WAITING came to her with the news that Constance Pemblebury had requested an audience with her, an afternoon tea, no less.

The Queen sat very still for a long while, staring at her.

“My lady?” the lady-in-waiting asked.

“Constance Pemblebury wishes to have tea with me?” Jilseponie asked skeptically.

“Indeed, she does,” answered the messenger. “She bade me to come to you quickly and ask your indulgence in this matter. She was quite eager to sit with you, my lady. Quite eager.”

“Why?” Jilseponie said it before she even realized that the words were coming out of her mouth, for she didn’t really want to drag an outsider into these sordid affairs.

“My lady?” the messenger asked, seeming not to understand.

Jilseponie smiled at the woman, well aware that she understood the implications of the question, that she understood the chaos behind the scenes at court. That realization allowed Jilseponie to press forward. “Why does Lady Constance wish to speak with me?” she asked more directly. “Is there some complaint she wishes to offer? About her children, perhaps?”

“It would not be my place—” the poor, befuddled messenger started to reply, but Jilseponie stopped her with an upraised hand.

“I just made it your place,” said the Queen. “Why does Lady Constance wish to speak with me? Tell me of her mood, if her intent you do not know.”

The messenger seemed at a loss for a bit, but then smiled widely. “She seemed quite happy about the tea, my lady,” she replied. “She bade me to come to you at once. Perhaps it is about Sir Merwick and Squire Torrence, but whether or not that is the case, there is no complaint involved, I am sure. In truth, my lady, I have not seen Lady Pemblebury in such fine spirits for months.”

Jilseponie looked at the woman curiously for a long time. Dare she hope that Constance might have finally come through her dark time—her anger and her jealousy? It seemed too much to believe. But still, if Constance was offering peace, shouldn’t she grab at that offer? How much would Jilseponie give to quiet some of the gossipers?

“Tell Lady Constance that I will join her for tea tomorrow afternoon in the western sitting room,” she said.

“Oh, yes, my lady!” the happy messenger replied, clapping her hands. She turned and started away but stopped, turned back, and curtsied, then spun and sprinted for the door.

Jilseponie rose and started to pace the room, considering this startling turn of events. Warning bells went off in her thoughts, for Constance had shown no indication at all that she was calming about Jilseponie. Quite the opposite! Constance had not even attended the tournament, though her whispers about the young warrior—or supposed lover of the Queen—had certainly reached Jilseponie’s ears.

Yes, that was likely it, Jilseponie realized. Constance was probably trying to glean some information that she could later turn against Jilseponie.

Or was she, herself, just being too fretful? she had to wonder.

She thought about going to Danube to tell him of the surprising invitation, but she changed her mind. This was her problem, and she should not burden her already beleaguered husband with it. She could handle Constance Pemblebury, whatever the woman had in mind.

But she’d have to be careful.

Drink it now, the voice in Constance’s head said to her right before she entered the western sitting room, where Queen Jilseponie waited.

The woman pulled out a small vial and started to pull out the cork, but paused, staring at it.

No time for hesitation, the voice, Aydrian’s telepathic call, commanded, and a wave of images flashed through Constance’s mind. She saw Merwick and Torrence hanging in the public square, an execution presided over by Queen Jilseponie.

Before she could even consider her movements, Constance removed the cork and drained the contents in one great, burning swallow.

A wave of dizziness accompanied the flow of the liquid, a burning and disorienting sensation.

Constance steadied herself; it couldn’t be that quick.

She rushed to the nearby window, which overlooked a long drop to a ravine of stones and the small moat that surrounded Castle Ursal. It took all of her willpower, but she somehow suppressed the urge to throw up.

She wiped her lips and steadied herself again, then marched to the sitting room door.

The spirit of Aydrian entered beside her, unseen.

Jilseponie sat across the room, at a small table set by the window, basking in the long rays of the setting sun. She wore a rose-colored dress with lines of deeper purple woven in. Her blond hair was secured with a gem-studded pin.

Constance paused. She couldn’t deny Jilseponie’s beauty or the grace with which she held herself. Jilseponie looked a queen.

But she was no queen, Constance reminded herself, certainly not by breeding. They could dress her up grandly, but she truly belonged in buckskin leggings, carrying a sword. She belonged in the woods, hunting animals and goblins.

The only rouge suitable for Jilseponie’s tanned face was the blood of her prey.

Constance’s stomach tightened as she approached, and with more than nerves, but she hid the pain well and smiled warmly as she took her seat opposite the Queen.

“Tea?” Jilseponie asked, and she lifted the silver pot.

Constance smiled and pushed out her delicate cup. She knew this tea service so very well, had used it on the many occasions when she had been entertaining guests at Castle Ursal. To see Jilseponie handling it now only furthered her resolve and allowed her to smile away the next wave of pain that gripped her stomach.

Jilseponie finished pouring, then sat back, her own cup and saucer in hand. She looked out the window as much as at Constance, but the woman knew that Jilseponie, was, in fact, staring at her.

“You are surprised that I requested such an audience,” Constance remarked.

Jilseponie put down her cup and saucer. “Should I not be? Pardon my forwardness, Lady Pemblebury, but you have not welcomed me to Castle Ursal, not since my return and not in all my months here before I left.”

“Fair enough. But can you not understand my concern?”

Jilseponie relaxed visibly, and her expression softened. “I understand it all too well. Which is why I am surprised now by this meeting.”

“I seek to protect my children.”

“They need no protection—not from me, at least,” Jilseponie was quick to reply. “I have never thought to harm Merwick and Torrence, my husband’s fine sons, in any way.”

“Heirs to the throne,” Constance added, and her eyes narrowed despite her intentions.

Jilseponie lifted her teacup in toast to that. “So it would seem,” she agreed. “Unless Prince Midalis should take the throne after his brother and sire children. Even in that unlikely circumstance, I do not expect that Merwick and Torrence would be removed from the line.”

“Or unless Lady Jilseponie should bear Danube a child,” Constance remarked.

Jilseponie smiled, chuckled, and shook her head. “Nay, you need not fear that,” she said. “I understand why you perceive me as a threat to you, but never have I been one. Never have I desired to be one.”

Constance looked at her hard, and for just a moment, she regretted her attitude toward Jilseponie. Just for a moment, she wondered if perhaps things might have been different.

Again came those insidious images of Jilseponie presiding over the execution of Merwick and Torrence, and Constance knew that this was no false daydream but was, in fact, a premonition.

The softness left her expression.

“I know, too, that it upsets you to see me with your former lover,” Jilseponie admitted, and Constance knew that the Queen had recognized the change that had come over her. “As I have told you, dear Constance, there is nothing that I can do about those feelings—not Danube’s and not yours.”

Constance’s gut was churning with anger and with the poison. She started to reply, then had to cough, then stood up, her expression incredulous.

“Constance?” Queen Jilseponie asked.

Constance pushed her teacup and saucer off the table, and they shattered on the floor with a loud crash. Immediately the door swung open, the attendants peering in.

“Murderess!” Constance cried at Jilseponie, and she staggered toward the Queen and fell over her.

Jilseponie came up fast out of her chair, catching Constance firmly, though she didn’t notice that the woman tucked a small vial into the sash of Jilseponie’s dress.

“Constance!” Jilseponie called, trying to help her keep her balance.

Evidence planted, Constance shoved Jilseponie away and staggered toward the attendants and the door. “I am murdered!” she cried. “The Queen has slain me! Oh, fie! What will become of my children!”

The attendants caught her as she pitched forward, easing her down to the floor.

“Get me a soul stone,” Jilseponie cried to one of the attendants. “Be quick!”

The woman started to turn away, as her companion wiped Constance’s brow, but Constance’s hand shot out and grabbed her dress roughly. “No!” she shrieked. “Let that witch nowhere near me! The murderess!”

“Constance!” Jilseponie yelled. “I did nothing.” She looked at the confused and frightened attendant. “Go!” she commanded. “To my room and fetch my bag of gemstones! At once!”

Constance screamed again, and would not let go. She had to forcefully gulp down air then, but her grip remained one of iron, resisting all efforts by Jilseponie to pry her fingers loose from the handmaiden’s dress.

Aydrian’s spirit watched it all with amused detachment, as if he was watching a play on a stage. He hardly cared that the poison was coursing through Constance’s body now, burning at her, numbing her muscles. In fact, had the handmaiden gotten away, Aydrian would have overwhelmed her to prevent her from retrieving Jilseponie’s soul stone.

No, his dear mother wouldn’t be a hero this time.

This time, she would be denounced as a murderess.

Aydrian’s spirit flew out, then, on a sudden impulse, soared about the castle until he found Duke Kalas.

A simple suggestion had the Duke rushing to the sitting room and the fallen Constance.

“ ’Tis Lady Constance Pemblebury, me lord!” the page cried, stumbling into the throne room. “She is murdered, or is soon to be! And by the Queen herself, by the dying woman’s own words!”

King Danube tried to utter a retort to that, but the words caught in his throat. He stumbled out of his chair and staggered forward, his mind whirling.

Out in the corridor beyond his audience hall, the castle was in tumult, men and women, nobles and peasants, rushing to and fro, all screaming that Lady Pemblebury had been murdered, all screaming that the Queen was a murderess.

Danube fixed every offender with an icy stare as he passed, one that reminded the gossiper that speaking such words amounted to treason.

But in truth, Danube was overwhelmed, stumbling, wondering what might be happening. But one thing he knew for certain, his wife was no murderess!

Or was she?

An image flashed through Danube’s mind then, a scene of Jilseponie pouring something evil into a goblet, then presenting it to Constance. It touched him below the conscious level, somewhere deep in his thoughts.

Aydrian’s spirit made sure that he didn’t make things too obvious to this love-struck fool.

Duke Kalas caught Jilseponie leaving the room even as he was trying to enter.

“What is it?” he yelled in her face. “What have you done?”

“Speak not the words of a fool, Kalas,” the Queen replied. “And let me go! Constance is ill, though from what, I do not know.”

“You poisoned her!” another nobleman, who had come on the scene before Kalas, yelled. “By her own words!”

“She does not know what she is speaking about!” Jilseponie yelled right back at him, then she turned to Kalas. “A soul stone, and I will have her up and well in a few moments.”

She tried to pull away, but Kalas held her tightly.

Jilseponie fixed him with a perfectly awful stare.

“Go with her,” the Duke instructed the nobleman, and he shoved into the room past Jilseponie and ran to stricken Constance’s side.

“Murderess!” Constance was saying, whispering and coughing. “The Queen has slain me.”

“Be easy,” Duke Kalas said to his dear friend. He dropped to his knees and took Constance away from the attendant, cradling her head in his hands. “Be at ease,” he said quietly. “Help will arrive. Jilseponie has gone for a soul—”

“No!” shrieked the dying woman, and she found the strength to sit up and grab Kalas by the front of his tunic. “No. She will devour my soul as she has destroyed my body. No! No. Promise me.”

King Danube entered the room then and rushed to Constance’s side.

“She says that your wife murdered her,” Kalas remarked.

“Poison … in the tea,” Constance breathed. “Oh, I am slain.” She found another burst of energy then, and grabbed Kalas hard. “Merwick and Torrence,” she begged. “The witch will take them!”

“This is foolishness!” King Danube cried.

Aydrian knew that Jilseponie was fast returning with a soul stone that she could use to defeat the poison. He went to Constance, then, speaking to her again. He showed her the Queen hanging from a gallows and showed her Merwick ascending the throne as king of Honce-the-Bear.

He put her at ease so that she would not fight the poison.

Constance lay back and died.

Jilseponie rushed into the room, bag of gemstones in hand. She skidded to an abrupt halt, seeing Kalas gently lay Constance’s head back and close her unseeing eyes.

Shaking her head, stunned and not quite knowing what to make of any of this, Jilseponie felt the weight of a dozen accusing stares fixed upon her.

“I did nothing,” she said to her husband, as he rose and turned to her.

King Danube started to say, “Of course, my love,” but the words caught in his throat, as Aydrian again whispered into his mind the suggestion that Jilseponie had murdered Constance.

His hesitation struck Jilseponie as profoundly as if he had walked over and slugged her.

“Search her!” Duke Kalas insisted, rising and motioning for two nearby guards.

“Back!” Jilseponie roared at the tentative pair, and they stopped and looked confusedly at Duke Kalas, then at King Danube.

The King, overwhelmed, looked down.

“Search her!” Kalas growled, and he put his hand to his sword, as if he meant to draw it and run Jilseponie through then and there. He reached down and grabbed the sobbing attendant, pulling her roughly to her feet. “You go and do it,” he instructed. He shoved her forward toward Jilseponie, then motioned for the guards to go to the Queen.

They did, grabbing her by the arms; and she offered no resistance, just stood there, staring at her husband, dumbstruck.

She expected them to find nothing, of course, for she had done nothing; but when the handmaiden fiddled about her sash, gasped, and produced the vial, Jilseponie was hardly surprised.

How had Constance done this to her? she wondered, for certainly this whole thing had been set up. But it made no sense, none at all!

For there lay Constance, dead on the floor, and there stood Danube, seeming broken.

As if in a dream, she felt them take the gemstones and tie her hands behind her back. She heard their words as if from afar, as one after another, the attendants insisted that the Queen had ordered the tea.

She heard the echoes down the corridor, cries that the Queen, that she, was a murderess, that she had killed the Lady Pemblebury.

Still staring at the body of Constance, she heard the sharp bark of Duke Kalas. “Away with her to the dungeons!” and felt the tug of the guards.

But then King Danube intervened, redirecting the guards to Jilseponie’s private quarters, but ordering her locked within and watched.

She looked over at her husband then, and could say nothing, for the look of sheer despair upon his face wounded her profoundly.

It was all too insane.


Chapter 35
 [image: ]

The Whirlwind to the Gallows

THE WHIRLWIND SWEPT HER AWAY TO HER PRIVATE QUARTERS, HER ARMS BOUND behind her. Guards rushed around the room, searching for any gemstones or weapons. They took Defender and a circlet that Jilseponie kept that contained a cat’s eye that allowed the wearer to see in the dark.

“You’ll give us no trouble, my lady?” one of the guards asked her, coming up behind and grabbing the ropes that bound her wrists.

Jilseponie merely shook her head, too stunned even to respond to the insanity that had come so suddenly to Castle Ursal. What had happened? Who had murdered Constance and why?

And why had she so adamantly cried out that Jilseponie had killed her? And how—how indeed!—had that open vial gotten under Jilseponie’s sash?

It made no sense to her.

She hardly moved as the guards walked by, leaving the room. The last, the one who had untied her, paused to offer a slight bow, then departed, closing the door behind him.

How had this happened?

Then it hit her, and the reality of it seemed somehow the only explanation, and yet seemed somehow to be even more ridiculous.

Had Constance killed herself? Had she invited her rival to tea with the express purpose of incriminating Jilseponie, even at the cost of her own life? It was crazy, and who would believe such a tale?

But that was the beauty of it, was it not? From Jilseponie’s viewpoint, it all made sense, Constance’s improved mood and her request for the meeting. And then at the bitter end, Constance’s refusing aid from Jilseponie, who was as powerful a user of the healing stone as any person in all the world. From any other viewpoint, though, the tale would seem preposterous, perhaps beyond belief. Was it not likely, after all, that Queen Jilseponie might have noticed Constance’s improved mood and then decided to take action against her, her avowed enemy, simply for that reason?

Jilseponie went over to the bed and sat down. She stayed there, alone, for the remainder of the day, until a fitful sleep came over her.

Predictably, at least to Duke Kalas, Marcalo De’Unnero came to him that same night, in the guise of Bruce of Oredale.

“I am hardly surprised,” De’Unnero remarked, making himself quite at home, flopping into the comfortable chair opposite the Duke, who was reading another book, this one on the laws of the kingdom. “Ever has she been a vengeful witch. Poor Lady Constance apparently gnawed too far up Jilseponie’s arm.”

“What do you know of this?” Kalas demanded.

De’Unnero sat back and folded his hands, bringing them to his chin. What indeed did he know of it, any of it? Had Jilseponie really murdered Constance? It made no sense to De’Unnero, given what he knew of Jilseponie and of Constance. What then had brought about this thrilling and unexpected event? De’Unnero could think of only two possible answers. The first was dumb luck, or misfortune, depending on how this played out. He suspected that the rumors of Jilseponie’s denial—her claim that Constance had killed herself—held more than a bit of truth. Had the woman done it of her own accord, a tragic end to a tragic and misguided figure?

Or had another variable entered the game, another source of suggestion and power that pushed Constance to the edge, and then over it?

He knew it. He knew in his heart that Aydrian had done this. Perhaps the young warrior had possessed Constance—certainly he was powerful enough with the gemstones—and then used her mortal body to damn Jilseponie.

But to what end? That, De’Unnero did not understand. Not yet, but he held faith that Aydrian would soon enough enlighten him.

“I know what everyone at court is saying,” he answered the patiently waiting Duke Kalas. “That Jilseponie poisoned Lady Pemblebury’s tea.”

Kalas pushed his chair back from his small desk. “So it would seem.”

“You have reason to doubt the claim?”

Kalas paused, then looked back at De’Unnero and shook his head. “The evidence against her is damning, and Constance proclaimed Jilseponie’s guilt before she expired,” he admitted. “But tell me, my friend, why do you seem so excited by the unexpected turn?”

De’Unnero chuckled. “I pity your lost friend—let me extend my condolences to you in this time of your grief,” he said.

Kalas didn’t blink.

“But am I upset to learn that Jilseponie finally erred in her devious and dangerous ascent?” De’Unnero went on. “Surely not! I have known the truth of the witch for many years. I only wish that I might have had some way to prevent the tragedy.”

“It should upset you,” Kalas reasoned. “Given your agenda for your young protégé.”

De’Unnero shook his head. “Not so,” he replied.

“If she is brought to trial—”

“Do so!” exclaimed the monk. “At once, I beg. Hang the witch or burn her. Surely she deserves no better!”

“Are you so blinded by your hatred of Jilseponie?” Kalas asked, leaning forward. “For if Jilseponie is tried and hanged, as she surely must be, then the King will likely deny your precious Aydrian his rights of ascension.”

“So be it, if that is the consequence,” De’Unnero answered without hesitation. “I believe Aydrian prepared to properly lead Honce-the-Bear, but I am far more concerned with the health of the kingdom than with his personal gain. The kingdom will survive this. King Danube will find his strength in Duke Kalas and in the others who have been his supporters since before Jilseponie, since before the demon dactyl and the misery that has festered in the kingdom and in the Abellican Church.”

“And what of Marcalo De’Unnero?”

“I will trust in Duke Kalas to aid my reinstatement in the Church, and the return of the Church to its previous Godly ways,” the former monk answered.

“You believe that the King will involve himself in the affairs of the Church?” Kalas asked skeptically. “Or that I will?”

“He will leave the Bishop in place in Palmaris?” the former monk asked bluntly, and doubtfully; and the question made Duke Kalas sit up a bit straighter in his chair.

De’Unnero knew that he had made his point.

“Press forward the charges, the trial, and the execution,” he said to Kalas. “Rid the world of the scourge that is Jilseponie once and for all time. Young Aydrian will find his way, as will Marcalo De’Unnero, do not doubt, but in the end we—both of us—desire only that which is best for Honce-the-Bear.”

Kalas stared at De’Unnero for a short while, offering no confirmation that he intended to do just that.

But De’Unnero didn’t need any confirmation. He knew that this seed needed no watering. In his heart, he understood that Duke Kalas would do everything in his power to see Queen Jilseponie utterly destroyed.

De’Unnero still wasn’t sure how Aydrian planned to play this out to their ultimate advantage, but he was learning quickly to trust the young warrior.

After all, had Aydrian not just destroyed the woman who had haunted De’Unnero for more than a decade?

And with so little effort.

Jilseponie awakened before dawn and had sat for many hours, again pondering the shocking events, when the door swung open and King Danube and Duke Kalas entered, the Duke striding toward her, as if he meant to throttle her on the spot.

“Murderess!” he said, his tone low and even, though he was surely fighting to control his trembling rage.

“Enough, Duke Kalas,” King Danube said, and he put a hand on Kalas’ shoulder and held him back.

“I did nothing,” Jilseponie remarked.

Kalas growled at her and held up the vial. “Jo’santha root,” he said, “from Behren. A common item in the apothecary of St. Honce, to which you had complete access!”

“I know nothing of it,” the Queen protested, “unless Constance slipped it under my sash when she fell against me.”

Kalas leaped forward and raised his arm as if to strike her, but Danube grabbed him and held him. Jilseponie was up in an instant anyway, ready to dodge, to block, and to counter.

“Why would I kill her?” Jilseponie demanded, finding some strength in the simple logic of that statement.

“Why would you invite her to tea?” Duke Kalas countered. “What might Queen Jilseponie desire from the company of Constance Pemblebury.”

“I accepted her invitation!” Jilseponie protested, but her bluster was lost as she looked at her husband, who winced and looked away, as if he had solid evidence to the contrary.

Jilseponie thought on that for a moment, considered the lady-in-waiting who had brought her the invitation from Constance. “What did she say?” she asked the pair.

No answer.

“I demand to see her,” Jilseponie declared. “The lady-in-waiting—Mame Tonnebruk. Bring her to me and I will pry the truth from her.”

“You will get your chance to answer the charges!” Duke Kalas interrupted. “Out there,” he said, pointing to the window, “on the public gallows that are even now being constructed. Oh, yes, you will answer the charges of murder, and then you will hang by your pretty neck—”

“Enough!” roared Danube, and he shoved Kalas aside, then moved to the bed and took Jilseponie’s hands in his own. He kissed her hands gently, one at a time, then looked up into her blue eyes.

“Forgive me,” he said.

“Forgive?” Jilseponie echoed, her voice barely a whisper, for she could hardly believe what she was hearing. Would Danube allow this?

But when she looked more deeply into her husband’s sad eyes, she understood that he had to allow it, that he could not prevent it.

Jilseponie took a deep, deep breath and closed her eyes.

“You will have your trial,” Duke Kalas said, breaking the silence a moment later. Jilseponie glared at him, recognizing that he simply could not hold back these too sweet words. “At the public gallows, as is decreed by law. You will have your trial, though I see no escape from the obvious.”

“I did nothing,” said Jilseponie.

“You will need more than a heartfelt denial to deter the hangman,” Kalas retorted. Before King Danube could even turn and yell at him, the Duke gave a curt bow and stormed away, slamming the door behind him.

“This is insanity,” King Danube said to his wife when they were alone.

“Constance killed herself,” Jilseponie remarked, and Danube’s eyes widened. “She did this to me, at that cost, with purpose and malice.”

Danube was shaking his head, his face locked in an expression of the purest confusion.

“She gave up,” Jilseponie tried to explain, though in truth, the Queen could hardly fathom the perversion of reality that had led Constance to so brutal and costly an act. “She knew that she would never gain back your favor, and certainly would never gain the throne, and so she did this to destroy me as she destroyed herself.”

King Danube knelt there before her, staring up at her.

Jilseponie almost smiled at the ridiculousness of it all, then lifted her poor, confused husband’s hands to her lips and gently kissed them.

Soon after, Danube stumbled out of the room, his face streaked with tears, his eyes full of rage and confusion.

“She did not do this,” King Danube said to Kalas, the two of them standing outside the castle’s front gates, watching the construction of the high wooden platform and the trapdoor that would spring open to drop a convicted murderess to her death. Though the trial was still days away, many vendors arrived staking their claim to positions from which to sell their wares to the throngs that were expected at the spectacle that would be the trial of Queen Jilseponie.

Danube looked at them with disgust, but said nothing. He knew that the peasants would crowd the area and that most of them would arrive hoping to see a conviction and an execution. For that was their way. It wasn’t even about Jilseponie, though it did a common man’s heart good to see one of high rank fall to the swift hand of justice. It wasn’t about Jilseponie, but was about the show, the spectacle, the execution that would lodge in the memories of all in attendance forever and ever.

“She had no reason.…”

“When Constance left Ursal, it was because your wife, the Queen, banished her,” Duke Kalas replied. “Did you know that?”

Danube’s expression turned curious as he looked at the Duke.

“Jilseponie learned that Constance was secretly feeding her the herbs the courtesans use to prevent pregnancy,” Kalas explained. “Thus, she chased Constance away. And you brought her back. That was more than your wife could tolerate, it would seem.”

He had rattled Danube, to be sure, but while the King swayed, he did not waver in his conviction. “She did not do this,” he said again, more forcefully. “She could not, would not! This is insanity, and I’ll allow no such trial. Stand down the hangman, Duke Kalas!” As he finished, he turned to leave, but Kalas grabbed him hard by the arm and would not let go.

“You cannot do this,” the Duke said.

“I know my wife to be innocent,” Danube said.

“What you know means nothing against the weight of the law,” Kalas retorted, not backing down an inch from Danube’s icy stare, “the laws of your forefathers that you swore to uphold when you took your coronation oath to the people of Honce-the-Bear.”

“I am the King,” Danube said slowly and deliberately. “I’ll not have this.”

“And what will Danube the King tell the next farmer’s wife who comes to trial protesting her husband’s innocence, claiming that she knows that her husband could not have committed the crime of which he was accused? Will King Danube the Fair similarly stop the trial of the farmer?”

“You should beware your words,” Danube warned.

“And you should beware your kingdom,” said Kalas, still holding his ground. “The Queen is charged—the evidence seems damning. You cannot undo that by decree, not unless you wish to destroy the loyalty of your subjects, not unless you wish to invite open rebellion! And will your wife ever be accepted again, by nobleman or peasant, when it is known that the only thing that kept her neck from the hangman’s noose was her husband’s royal hand?”

“She is my wife, my love,” Danube protested, shaking his head.

“She is the Queen and an accused murderer,” Kalas coldly replied. “She will, she must, stand trial before the crown and castle. That is the law! Defy it at your own peril, my old friend.”

“A threat?”

“An honest warning,” said Kalas. “For if you so decree Jilseponie’s innocence and deny justice the trial it demands, then you do so at the peril of the kingdom itself!”

“And where, should such a rebellion come to pass, will Duke Kalas stand?” Danube asked, his eyes narrowing as he issued the accusatory question.

“On the side of Honce-the-Bear,” the Duke promptly answered.

Danube pulled away and left him.

The hammers sounded in the morning air.

The vendors arranged their goods.

“The King is trapped, and Jilseponie will be tried, and publicly,” De’Unnero announced to Sadye and Aydrian. “Danube has no choice, unless he wishes to throw his entire kingdom into an uproar—and one that neither he nor his doomed wife would likely survive. The nobility wants Jilseponie tried and hanged, and they would lead the cries of outrage to an explosive pitch.”

Sadye’s smile widened, and she sat there, shaking her head in disbelief at the sudden turn of events.

Aydrian, though, seemed perfectly at ease and in control.

“You did this,” De’Unnero said to Aydrian. “You led Constance to Jilseponie and to suicide.”

“You do not believe that the Queen murdered her?” Sadye asked, honestly surprised. “After all the trouble Constance has been giving Jilseponie, it does not seem so implausible.”

“Nor will it seem so to the masses at the trial,” De’Unnero agreed. “But that is the beauty, is it not?” he asked Aydrian with a sly smile.

“Did you do this?” Sadye asked the young warrior. “Did you somehow induce Constance to kill herself so that Jilseponie would be blamed?”

Aydrian sat back and chuckled.

“And do you believe this will be to our benefit?” De’Unnero added. “What gain might we find by discrediting and eliminating the Queen? By destroying your mother, perhaps our only tie to the throne? Believe me when I say that it will do my heart good to see that witch tried and executed, as I know it pleases you to pay her back for abandoning you to those wretched elves. But to what end? Have we lost sight of the goal?”

“I have not, I assure you,” Aydrian replied with confidence. “And, yes, this will work very much to our advantage, when the time comes.”

“You have already figured that out?” Sadye asked.

Again Aydrian merely sat back in his seat and smiled.

Sadye looked to De’Unnero, who was nodding as he stared at Aydrian, his confidence in the young warrior obvious.

“I care little for this mystery,” Sadye said at length. “What is the truth? And what shall we make of it? Out with it, if you know anything at all! Are we not partners? Coconspirators? But what faith might any of us hold if we do not understand the schemes of the others?”

“Whether Constance killed herself, or Jilseponie killed Constance, or even whether or not someone else might have murdered the lady is of no consequence,” Aydrian explained, seeming very much ahead of the situation. “All that matters to us is that the evidence will damn Jilseponie in the eyes of the common people and will reinforce all the animosity most of the nobles have felt toward her from the very beginning. She will be tried and, barring another surprise, she will be found guilty, and she will be hanged. King Danube will not survive the ordeal unscathed, in reputation or in heart.”

“But what does that mean for us?” Sadye pressed. “With Jilseponie gone, our—your—claim to the title diminishes greatly, perhaps completely.”

She started to elaborate, but De’Unnero’s laughter cut her short. She looked at the former monk to see him staring at Aydrian with admiration.

“He said, barring another surprise,” De’Unnero remarked. “Am I wrong in assuming that young Aydrian has another surprise in store for us?”

Aydrian didn’t blink, didn’t smile. “Nothing that has happened did so without forethought and in pursuit of our goal,” was all the answer he would give.

The three conspirators were in the crowd that morning of Jilseponie’s trial. Abbot Olin was there as well, along with many mercenaries, disguised as peasants—which, in fact, was what most of them were. They had no idea of how this might play out, but De’Unnero and Olin wanted to be prepared for anything.

The trial itself proceeded at a brisk pace, with Duke Kalas doing the honors as prosecutor, a role he obviously enjoyed. He stood up on the platform beside the Queen, who was also standing, her hands bound behind her back. While Kalas was outfitted in his regal Allheart dress, complete with the more showy pieces of his armor and his great plumed helmet, Jilseponie wore a simple brown tunic and breeches. That had been her choice, so she had come out here in the clothes in which she was most comfortable, the ones that best reflected who she truly was and had always been: a young peasant girl who grew up on the borderlands of the civilized kingdom.

How ironic it seemed to her that such a simple truth of her identity could have so brought about her fall from what was nearly the very highest station in the world.

She watched the proceedings with a strange, almost amused, detachment. Here they were, deciding upon her very life. Yet to Jilseponie, it seemed a ridiculous show, unworthy of her interest. She knew the truth and suspected that many of her accusers knew it as well. But did that matter?

Kalas paraded all the expected witnesses up on the high stage, beginning with the lady-in-waiting who had first arranged the meeting between Jilseponie and Constance.

“Queen Jilseponie insisted upon it, my lord,” the trembling woman answered to Kalas’ questions concerning the tea. “I went to Lady Pemblebury, and she agreed, though she was holding her reservations, to be sure.”

Jilseponie dropped her head, so that the closest onlookers wouldn’t see, and misinterpret, her smile at the obvious, blatant lie. So Constance had enlisted this woman beforehand, obviously, and the woman really had little to do now but continue to lie.

How she wanted to fight back at that moment! To stand tall before the lady-in-waiting and question her, to wind her in circles until she inevitably contradicted herself. And then—oh, the pleasure Jilseponie might take in destroying the story altogether, in forcing an admission that Constance, not Jilseponie, had arranged for the tea and that Constance, and not Jilseponie, had used the poison.

But she could not. The law did not allow her to speak to witnesses. Only the nobility, any of them save her husband, who sat to the side as presiding magistrate, could do that. And none of them would, she knew. None of the courtiers would desire to find the truth—not if that truth exonerated Jilseponie and damned Constance Pemblebury.

Kalas next paraded the woman who had found the open poison vial in Jilseponie’s sash, and then brought forth all those in attendance who had heard Constance’s cries that the Queen had poisoned her. He ended with his own recounting of Constance’s last moments, with his own testimony that the dying woman had damned Jilseponie.

Through it all, Jilseponie kept looking down or over at her husband. Danube sat on his throne at the side of the stage, flanked by stoic and disciplined Allheart knights, who seemed more like statues than living men. She could see the pain on his face, could recognize his wince with every damning word.

This was destroying him, perhaps more fully than it could ever destroy her, even if they hanged her that very morning.

When he finished his speech, Duke Kalas turned back and looked at Jilseponie and shook his head, his expression one of disgust.

He swung back and bowed to the crowd, then, as protocol demanded, his duty here finished, he started from the stage but took a route that would bring him right past the prisoner.

“I have never liked you, I admit,” he whispered to her, “but never did I imagine that you could do this to Constance. Was not destroying her hopes and dreams enough for you?”

“I did nothing,” Jilseponie answered. “And you know the truth of it.”

Kalas snorted at her, then walked off the stage and joined the ranks of nobles in the front rows of witnesses.

The cries began soon after, screams echoing throughout the crowd for the death of the Queen. It had all been so one-sided, presented by people who had no interest in even hinting that there might be another truth to this sordid tale, that Jilseponie could not rightly blame the people now calling for her death. Those cries built in magnitude and insistence as King Danube rose from his seat and moved front and center. When he got there, he held up his hands, motioning for silence, and so the cries gradually, only gradually, died away.

Danube turned and motioned for Jilseponie to join him, then motioned for the guards behind her, who began to approach her, to back off.

His wife was capable of making this walk herself.

Jilseponie did just that, moving to stand beside him, trying hard to keep all judgment from her face. She did not want to cause Danube any more pain.

“You have heard the charges and the testimony,” the King said, and it was obvious to Jilseponie that he was working hard to keep a tremor out of his voice. “Do you agree, or do you protest your innocence?”

“I am innocent of these charges,” Jilseponie said loudly and with all conviction. “I did not murder Lady Pemblebury.”

The end of her statement was lost in the renewed screaming and cursing, the cries of “Liar!” and “Murderess!”

“I know not what possessed Lady Pemblebury to do this thing, if she did, or for what purpose anyone else would poison her,” Jilseponie went on, not even trying to compete with the screaming, speaking, rather, for her husband’s benefit and not the onlookers’. “I was as surprised—more surprised—than anyone else when the truth of the poisoning became obvious, when I caught Constance as she stumbled.…” She paused there, for she knew that telling them how the poison vial might have gotten into her sash would do her no good, would convince no one of her innocence. For they did not wish to be convinced. The nobles had come here seeking vengeance for much more than the murder of Constance Pemblebury. They sought vengeance against Jilseponie for ever coming to Ursal, for ever presuming to be one of them.

And the peasants? Once, twice, thrice, she had been their hero, defeating the dactyl, the corrupt Markwart, and the plague. But their memories were not so long, it seemed.

They had come out to see an execution. They had come to see evidence that even the Crown was not above the same basic laws that governed them, that even the Crown could not kill people at its whim. They wanted that reassurance, and if Jilseponie’s fall had to be the catalyst for their comfort, then so be it.

She understood it all, and so she stopped there, saying again merely, “I did not do this.”

Whistles and boos, howls for her execution, resounded throughout the public square, denying her denial in no uncertain terms. At this point in the proceedings, it was customary for the King to do a call of the nobles for the verdict, with each of them subsequently turning and appealing to the crowd for guidance, but that whole process seemed patently ridiculous at this point, where not a voice cried for the innocence of Queen Jilseponie.

Again Jilseponie looked to her husband, who seemed to her to be melting from the onslaught of the cries for a hanging. How far might he fall?

She reminded herself not to judge him, that he had more important issues on trial here than the life of his wife.

King Danube bolstered himself suddenly and stood straight and defiant. He held up his hands, a powerful gesture, and yelled, “Silence!”

Stunned, the crowd, the nobles, quieted.

Danube turned to his wife. “Tell me,” he said softly. “I must hear it from you, here and now, face-to-face. Did you do this to Constance? Did you in any way bring about her death?”

Jilseponie stared at him for a long while. “I brought about much of her pain,” she admitted, “though unintentionally, and that, I believe, led to her death. But in terms of the actual poisoning, no, I played no hand. None.”

“No more pain did you bring to her than did I,” Danube remarked. He looked into her eyes, deeply and lovingly, for a long while, and she felt his love for her and his admiration for her then, more keenly, perhaps, than ever before.

Danube smiled at her.

“The kingdom,” she whispered.

“Is nothing without true justice,” he replied, and he turned back to the crowd.

“We have heard compelling tales,” he said. “This I cannot deny. And none more compelling than the recounting of the final words of Lady Constance, who was my dear friend. But this I say to you, Lady Constance has wished the destruction of Jilseponie from the first day she arrived here!

“Nay!” he went on as the murmuring began. “From even before that day. She wanted Jilseponie destroyed since she discovered my intent to ask her hand in marriage. And so, it would seem, has she succeeded. But this I say, and this I decree,” he said powerfully, lifting his pointing finger to the sky. “Pen my words in stone, scribe. I have seen no evidence to prove that Jilseponie has done this heinous crime! None, save the words of a desperate, dying woman, who wanted above all else to destroy the Queen, who wanted, above all else, to ensure the line of succession—a line that included her two children—remain intact!”

He pointedly looked at Merwick and Torrence at that point, and Jilseponie could see that he was trying to offer them silent assurances that the sins of the mother would not be visited upon them, that the line of ascension did indeed remain intact.

“And so I decree this trial ended, and the Queen freed, with no guilt proven!” Danube declared, and it was well within his power to do that. He was the king, after all. He could do anything he wanted.

But at what cost?

Aydrian did not hear Danube’s statement, did not hear the screams of outrage and protest, or De’Unnero and Sadye’s exclamations of disbelief at his side.

He was not there. Using the soul stone, the young warrior had soared out of his body to the small graveyard in one of the sheltered outdoor alcoves of Castle Ursal. Down he went, through the ground, through the pine lid of the coffin, to the body of Constance Pemblebury.

There he found his connection to the dead woman, found a link that led him to her departed spirit.

He pulled that tormented spirit back from the grave, willed her to drift along the walls and to the open square before the castle, gave her spirit visible substance and recognizable form.

Aydrian blinked his eyes open as the frenzy continued, with soldiers lining the stage to keep back the rush of outraged onlookers.

“Is this what you intended?” De’Unnero said to him, scolded him. “The King has thrown the kingdom into tumult—an act that may well lead to revolution. See the noblemen? See their hatred for this action? Oh, the fool Danube!”

“Is that not what we wanted?” Aydrian asked innocently.

“This was your plan?” De’Unnero scoffed at him. “Do you not understand that Jilseponie is discredited in any event? Do you not understand that you have just been removed from any possibilities of legal ascension to the throne?”

“We shall see,” Aydrian replied with a smile, and even as he finished, many of the screams from the crowd shifted in timbre, from outrage to something even more primal, to complete horror.

Those heightened screams, coming from one specific area, quieted the rest of the crowd and turned all eyes to that one section, which was parting like the ocean before the prow of a great ship.

Torn and bedraggled, pale in death, nearly translucent, the ghost of Constance Pemblebury walked slowly toward the public gallows, toward King Danube and Jilseponie.

Aydrian looked from his conjured spirit to the King and Queen; and the expressions of horror upon their faces were among the most enjoyable sights Aydrian had ever known. Danube in particular blanched and seemed as if he would faint.

“Allhearts to the front!” Duke Kalas cried, rushing before the gallows, his courage inspiring several others to join him.

Constance walked right through them, their slashing swords and grabbing hands hitting nothing but insubstantial mist.

Then she was standing beside the King and the prisoner Queen.

Danube backed away, breathing hard, trying to take Jilseponie with him. But the Queen, with a much deeper understanding of the spirit world than her husband, the Queen, who had entered that world of shadows before, held her ground.

“I am trapped,” the ghost of Constance cried, her voice carrying about the common square. Many of the people had run off, but most had stayed, mesmerized, overwhelmed. “By my own deception am I bound to this place.”

Danube squared his shoulders and held up his hand to keep Kalas and the others at bay as they gallantly moved to try again to block the spirit from their King.

“Constance?” Danube asked, gathering his strength and moving forward to the ghost.

“Wickedness has a consequence,” the ghost explained, and she seemed a forlorn creature indeed. “And my own wickedness compounds if I allow this to continue.”

Jilseponie moved beside her husband, moved right up to the ghost. She had no idea of how this might be happening, of course. What magic could so tear a spirit from the netherworld? But neither had she any doubt that this was indeed the spirit of Constance Pemblebury.

“You are doing this!” Duke Kalas said sharply at the Queen, from behind and to the side of the ghost.

In response, Jilseponie gave a half turn, showing him her bound and empty hands behind her back.

“Queen Jilseponie is innocent,” the ghost of Constance wailed, and every ear in the square heard each word clearly. “She played no part in my demise, a death orchestrated by my own hands, that I might …”

The ghost paused, so obviously full of regret and terror. Constance turned slightly to more directly face King Danube. “Visit not the sins of the mother upon her children, I beg,” she pleaded, and her voice began to grow thin.

Danube began to shake his head immediately, wanting to give the poor dead woman that much, at least, an assurance that Merwick and Torrence would be well cared for.

Both of them climbed onto the stage at that very moment, Merwick coming forward, Torrence hanging back.

“Mother, what have you done?” the eldest son, the Prince of Honce-the-Bear, asked, trembling with every word. “Mother, how?”

He came forward toward her, but the ghost gave a wistful smile and dissipated, melting away into a formless mist that blew apart in the breeze.

A thousand murmurs rolled through the crowd.

“You did that,” De’Unnero said accusingly to Aydrian. “But how?”

“And why?” asked a shaken Sadye. “To what end? What have we gained, but the loss of Constance Pemblebury, a death that will only make life easier for the Queen? Why …”

Her voice trailed off as she noted her companion on the other side of Aydrian, Marcalo De’Unnero, smiling wryly and nodding.

“Now is the hour of my ascent,” said Aydrian.

“By the words of the ghost, Jilseponie is innocent!” King Danube proclaimed. “Let any who deny this speak now or be forever silent!”

The response came as a great and thunderous cheer from the always-fickle common folk, who had witnessed enough of a spectacle—too much of a spectacle!—already that morning.

Danube turned to Kalas, who stood with sword still drawn, and the stunned Duke merely shrugged, having no response.

“The trial thus ends!” cried Danube, and the cheers continued, louder still, and Danube lifted his arms in this, perhaps the greatest victory of his life. He looked at Jilseponie, sharing her smile, and the look she returned was one of the purest love. For he had stood there, beside her, at the potential cost of everything. He had stood beside her, with honor and love, against all odds.

His smile widened.

And then he winced suddenly and clutched at his chest.

And then he fell over backward to the platform.

In the next few moments, as celebration turned to confusion, turned to terror, De’Unnero, Sadye, and Aydrian pressed forward, through the line of nobles, to the edge of the stage.

There lay Danube, in obvious pain, gasping and clutching at his chest.

Kalas was with him, along with Jilseponie, who was fighting her bonds, trying to pull a hand free that she could hold the dying King.

She cried out to him, over and over, told him that she loved him, pressed her cheek against his.

“A hematite for me!” she wailed. “A soul stone, and at once!”

To her surprise, it was Duke Kalas himself who pressed the smooth gray gemstone into her hand.

Jilseponie dove into the magic of the gem, into the spirit world, the healing world, rushing for her husband.

Aydrian was already there, waiting.

In no form that the woman could ever recognize, surely. No, Jilseponie found only a disembodied hand waiting for her, tightly clenched over her husband’s heart.

She tore at it with her own hands, desperately trying to pry it free, and gradually she began to make some progress.

And then the hand disappeared, and Danube was free of its icy, murderous grasp.

But it was too late.

Jilseponie came out of her trance to find her husband lying dead before her. Duke Kalas, a single tear streaking his cheek, leaning low over the man. The Duke looked up at her, and she shook her head.

“I could not,” she weakly explained.

Kalas gave a sharp intake of breath and stood up, staring hard at her. “Of course not,” he said. He turned to the Allhearts about the stage, then to the huge gathering.

“King Danube is dead,” he proclaimed. “Mark this day as black.”

“A runner to Prince Midalis!” came a cry from one of the noblemen near to the stage. “Long live Midalis, King of Honce-the-Bear!”

As was customary, even in this moment of shock and grief, many took up that cry for the new King.

Duke Kalas looked to the side, to Marcalo De’Unnero and to the young warrior standing beside him, the young unknown prince who had defeated Kalas and then had pulled him back from the realm of death.

“Not so!” the Duke proclaimed, and as those words echoed about, the crowd grew very silent, every eye, particularly those of Aydrian and Merwick, locked upon him.

“By King Danube’s own words, the successor to the throne would be Prince Midalis only if Jilseponie did not bear any children,” the Duke explained.

“She is with child?” one nobleman cried in shock and outrage, and many confused expressions fell over Jilseponie, whose look was no less dumbfounded.

“She bore a child,” Kalas explained, struggling with every word, but keeping his course and his composure.

As he spoke, Aydrian leaped onto the stage, striding forward confidently, and De’Unnero flashed his signal to his nearest agent, who passed it along from conspirator to conspirator.

Abbot Olin, too, made his appearance then, ascending the platform from the stairway at the side.

“Tai’maqwilloq!” Duke Kalas cried. “Aydrian the Nighthawk, the son of Queen Jilseponie, the new King of Honce-the-Bear!”

“Never!” shouted Merwick, and many others shared that sentiment.

Half the crowd was cheering, half screaming in protest.

“This is insanity,” Jilseponie breathed, and she staggered, staring at Aydrian, knowing then the truth of it, knowing without doubt that this blond-haired youth was indeed her son, and the son of Elbryan. His walk, his fighting style, his sword—which now hung undisguised at his hip and which she now recognized as Tempest!—and his horse all spoke the truth to her.

“Dasslerond,” she gasped, “what have you done?”

“Never!” cried Merwick, drawing his sword.

“I am the Duke of Wester-Honce!” Kalas yelled at the Allhearts, many of them bristling and readying their weapons. “Stand down, I say! They are Danube’s own words, spoken on the day of his marriage. The King is dead, long live Tai’maqwilloq!”

“What do you know of this?” one nobleman shouted from the edge of the platform. “How do you know his name, Kalas? What treachery?”

“I am the abbot of St. Bondabruce,” Olin interjected, coming toward the nobleman with his entourage of monks clearing a wide path about him. “Soon to be the father abbot of the Abellican Church, do not doubt. Beware that your words do not come back to haunt you, good sir.”

Never had Ursal seen such confusion, such wailing, such screaming, all edging toward explosive levels. Fights broke out among the crowd and among many of the soldiers.

De’Unnero’s agents, his mercenaries, were right there, finishing every battle in the favor of their secret cause.

On the stage, Jilseponie stood dumbstruck, hardly hearing Kalas at all and not even registering the appearance that a conspiracy had occurred here, one that had perhaps just taken the life of her husband. No, she just stood there helplessly—and even more helpless did she become when Kalas took the soul stone from her bound hands!—staring at Aydrian, gawking at this man who was her son.

She saw Merwick’s approach, murder in his eyes.

She shook her head, trying to yell out for the foolish young man to desist. She knew what was coming as she watched Aydrian, smiling widely, draw out his sword in response. To her horror, Duke Kalas and the other Allhearts stepped back from the spectacle—apparently duels were an acceptable way to decide such issues.

Certainly the spectacle of the proclaimed King and the man who had been second in line for the throne brought a measure of calm about the stage, where men held their punches to turn and gawk.

Merwick came on hard, his sword led by fury. “I deny you!” he cried, ending his words with the punctuation of a downward slash and then a sudden stab.

The slash got nowhere near to hitting Aydrian, and the stab slid harmlessly wide, turned by a subtle parry of Tempest.

Still Merwick pressed forward—another slash, a stab, a stab again. Then, as the retreating Aydrian pressed to the edge of the stage, Merwick retracted and leaped ahead, his sword going up over one shoulder, to come careening down at Aydrian’s head.

He stopped short, though, his sword barely clearing his shoulder, when he realized that Tempest had sunk deep into his chest.

Aydrian came forward, driving the blade in to the hilt, putting his face very close to Merwick’s.

“I deny your denial,” the young King casually remarked.

With a rough shove and jerk, he sent Merwick sliding off the sword and down to the stage, to lie dying beside the body of his father.

Jilseponie lowered her gaze and shook her head, thinking that there could be no greater insanity.

Then she looked up, to see a strangely familiar man striding up beside Aydrian and Duke Kalas.

Marcalo De’Unnero.

She did not breathe for a long while, did not blink. The issue seemed settled then, and so quickly, with those yelling for Prince Midalis beaten down and silenced, with poor Torrence brought forward by a pair of Allheart knights.

Allheart knights! Men loyal to the Crown, but not blindly so. Yet here they were, presenting Torrence to the new King!

Unlike his brother, the younger son of Constance and Danube did not seem so brash and brave, did not even attempt to draw out his sword or challenge Tai’maqwilloq. He was beaten already, his eyes begging for mercy, and it seemed as if he needed the support of the two flanking soldiers to even stand up.

Jilseponie could appreciate that. He had just seen his mother’s ghost, had just watched his father and his only sibling die. And now he stood before the man who could, and likely would, destroy him utterly.

“Choose wisely here,” Duke Kalas whispered to Aydrian, as the new king stood staring at Torrence. “Prince Midalis will not suffer this.”

“He will not suffer any of it,” Aydrian replied with a snicker. “But what might he do?”

“Merwick challenged you openly and was defeated,” Kalas reminded. “Torrence has offered no challenge.”

“And if you kill him, then you will be giving Midalis cause to rally even more about him,” Marcalo De’Unnero agreed.

“Be gone from Ursal,” Aydrian pronounced to Torrence, “this day—at once. A horse!” he cried. “A horse for Torrence Pemblebury.

“For that is your name now,” Aydrian explained to the boy—for indeed, Torrence seemed much more a boy than a man at that moment. “No longer do you claim the name of Ursal, nor any bearing that name would bestow upon you. Go and make your way, in good health and with our respect.”

For a second, it seemed as if Torrence would lash out at Aydrian, but the young King only smiled, obviously inviting it.

Duke Kalas moved past Aydrian to the young Pemblebury. “I promised your mother that I would look after you,” he explained, and he looked to dead Merwick as the irony of that statement hit him. “I could do nothing to protect Merwick from Merwick, but for you, I beg, take the horse and ride far from Ursal. Forsake this place and thoughts of the throne. It is Aydrian’s now, rightfully, by the words of your father the King.”

“King Danube never meant—” Torrence started to protest, but Kalas brought a finger to his lips, silencing the boy.

“What he meant cannot now be known,” the Duke explained. “Nor does it matter, given the reality before us. I pray you, Torrence, be gone. When the world has settled, we will talk again.”

Kalas motioned for the flanking knights, and they took Torrence away to the waiting horse.

And Kalas’ knights broke up the gathering then, leading the way for the new King to assume his throne.


Epilogue

“DUKE KALAS WAS MOST USEFUL IN CONTROLLING THE MOB,” DE’UNNERO REMARKED to Aydrian later that day, when the city was, at last, fully secured.

De’Unnero had not returned to the castle with Aydrian but had gone to St. Honce with Abbot Olin and the entourage from St. Bondabruce, and with Abbot Ohwan to reinstate him as head of St. Honce.

Abbot Ohwan was welcomed back by many, which made Olin and De’Unnero’s task of controlling the dangerous brothers of the abbey all the easier. They made no secret of their intentions to redirect the Abellican Church, to install Olin as father abbot even at the risk of splitting the Church asunder. And as they did not mince their words, they did not minimize the consequences to those who would not agree. By the end of the afternoon, a dozen brothers had been killed and a dozen more imprisoned beneath the great abbey.

But the abbey, like the castle, now wore the mantle of peace and security.

“He hates me,” Aydrian replied absently to De’Unnero’s statement. The young King threw a leg over one arm of the chair. “He hoped that Merwick would run me through—that is the only reason he allowed the fight to continue.”

“He did not seem to hate you so much,” Sadye remarked.

“Because he fears me more than he hates me.”

“And that I find most curious of all,” De’Unnero admitted. “Duke Kalas is not a timid man and has faced death a hundred times. Why would he shy from the prospect now?”

“Because I promised him more than death,” Aydrian was quick to answer. “When I brought him back from death at the tournament, I showed him that I could destroy his very soul, or hold it and use it to my advantage. Oh, yes, our good Duke understood the truth of the spectacle this morning. He knows that it was I who tore Constance from the grave—he even likely suspects that it was I, or Constance acting on my behalf, who killed King Danube.

“But Kalas also knows that I am the way,” Aydrian went on. “Or more important, he knows that there is no other way.”

De’Unnero shook his head.

“What of Torrence?” Sadye asked then. “You did well in showing mercy, but I fear that one and the support he might find—support to bolster Prince Midalis, no doubt.”

“He is on the road to the north, yes?” Aydrian asked.

“By all reports,” said Sadye.

“Then send men out to find him and catch him,” Aydrian instructed.

De’Unnero chuckled and looked at Aydrian in complete agreement.

“And when they catch him?” Sadye asked.

“Kill him,” replied the King, “quietly and without any witnesses. Kill him and bury him under the stairs that lead to the lowest dungeon.”

Sadye appeared shocked, but only for a moment, then she turned and started away, De’Unnero at her side.

“He is ruthless,” she remarked. “He will destroy any who stand against him.”

De’Unnero glanced back at Aydrian, still seated comfortably on his throne.

“I knew it from the moment I first encountered him, first battled him,” the monk replied.

“Knew what?”

“The beauty that is Aydrian,” said De’Unnero. “Simply magnificent.”

“The son of your most hated enemies,” Sadye reminded him.

“Which only makes it all the more beautiful,” the monk was quick to reply.

Sadye went off then, to set Aydrian’s latest orders into motion, while De’Unnero went to fetch the next order of business, returning to the throne room soon after with Jilseponie in tow.

The woman, obviously having regained much of her composure after the morning’s momentous events, pulled free of De’Unnero and strode boldly right up before the young King, even pushing aside the herald who had gone in to announce her.

“Are you so much the fool,” she asked, “to fall into the conspiracies of this man?” She swept an accusing hand out toward De’Unnero. “Do you not know his history, of the terrible tragedies he has brought about? Do you not understand the misery you have brought upon us all this day?”

“You dare to speak to me so?” Aydrian replied with a laugh. “You, who gave up on me, who abandoned me to the clutches of the heartless elves—yes, I will pay Lady Dasslerond back appropriately for her treatment! After your own behavior, you dare to accuse me or to judge him?”

“I did not know,” Jilseponie stammered, her bluster stolen by more than a fair amount of guilt. “I had no idea that you were alive.”

“Then you should have found out, should you not?” was Aydrian’s simple and devastating response.

“This man you name as an adviser served beside Markwart,” Jilseponie accused, pointing to De’Unnero with a finger that trembled from explosive rage. “Brother Justice, he was called, a ruthless killer—and ultimately, one of the murderers of your father!”

Aydrian’s bemused expression and the way he was following her angry movements with mocking gestures stopped her short, showed her that her words were falling on deaf ears.

“The throne is mine,” Aydrian remarked. “You can choose to accept that or to be a thorn that I must pluck from my side.”

“The throne was Danube’s,” Jilseponie countered in a low and even voice. “It now falls to Prince Midalis. Never did my husband intend—”

Aydrian stopped her by bringing his hand out to her, by dropping a single gemstone, a lodestone, into her hand. The young King sat back, then, and pulled open his shirt, shifting a metallic pendant he had fixed on a chain about his neck so that it rested against the hollow of his breast. “You perceive that the kingdom is broken,” he said. “So fix it, Mother. One burst of magical energy and I am no more, and the way is cleared for Prince Midalis—even Duke Kalas would not deny that ascension.”

Jilseponie stared at him, her gaze narrowing. She lifted her hand, and Aydrian smiled all the wider.

“One burst of energy and it is done, the lodestone shot through my heart,” Aydrian said.

Jilseponie lifted her hand toward him. At the side, De’Unnero and Sadye bristled—but they did not intervene, and that told Aydrian that they had come to trust him.

Jilseponie held the pose for a long while; a couple of times, she clenched her hand and her teeth and seemed to be trying hard to inject magical energy into the deadly stone.

“You want to destroy me,” Aydrian said to her, egging her on.

In the end, Jilseponie’s arm slumped back down, and Aydrian reached out and grabbed back the gemstone.

“But you cannot,” the young King said a moment later. “You cannot destroy that which you have created.” He flipped the stone in the air, catching it. “Get out of Ursal, Mother. You do not belong here. You, with such compassion, never belonged here.” He motioned to the guards in the room and they moved to flank Jilseponie, pulling her away.

Duke Kalas entered the room as she was leaving. He looked at her and nodded, dipping a slight, mocking, bow, then moved to stand before Aydrian.

“She will serve out her days in the dungeons?” he asked.

“A coach is awaiting her, to take her out of Ursal,” Aydrian replied, and when Kalas started to sputter a retort, Aydrian glared at him uncompromisingly.

“She is no threat to us.”

“Do not underestimate that one,” Kalas said, looking from Aydrian to De’Unnero, seeking support from the dangerous monk, who knew and hated Jilseponie at least as much as did he.

Aydrian laughed and leaped out of his throne, striding across the room, out into the corridor, and all the way to the courtyard of the castle, where Jilseponie was just entering the covered coach, driver and team ready to spring away.

“Farewell, Mother,” Aydrian said to her, poking his head in.

Jilseponie looked at him plaintively, and he knew that she wanted to argue with him, to try to reason with him. But she said nothing, for what might she offer to change his course?

“Take care that you never return, and never bring any trouble to me,” Aydrian warned.

“You will hear from Prince Midalis soon enough,” Jilseponie replied. “If you wish to avoid—”

“I embrace a war, if one should come!” Aydrian interrupted, his eyes flashing with inner fires. “But you have no place in such a war. I warn you that I can begin again the proceedings King Danube cut short.”

“To what end?” she asked doubtfully.

“I can recall the spirit of Constance at any time, Mother dear,” Aydrian assured her. “And I can make her say whatever I wish her to say. Perhaps you should have killed me when you had the chance, because you will desire me dead many times in the months ahead, and you will never get another opportunity to do it.”

“Long live the King,” Jilseponie said with a snarl.

“King Aydrian Boudabras,” Aydrian replied, taking an elvish word as his surname, a word that Jilseponie surely understood.

Boudabras. Maelstrom.

The maelstrom had begun.
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Prelude

BRYNN DHARIELLE LOOKED BACK OVER HER SHOULDER REPEATEDLY AS SHE SLOWLY paced her pinto mount, Diredusk, along the descending mountain trail. Though she had only been on the road for a half hour beyond the edge of Andur’Blough Inninness, the enchanted elven valley, the ridges that marked the place were already lost from sight. The mountainous landscape was a natural maze that had been enhanced by the magic of Lady Dasslerond of the Touel’alfar to be unsolvable. Brynn had marked the trail well along her route, but she understood that she would have a hard time finding her way back—even if she were to turn about right then.

This was the first time Brynn had been out of that misty valley in a decade, and she truly felt as if she was leaving her home. The Touel’alfar, the diminutive, translucent-winged elves of Corona, had come to her when she was a child of ten, orphaned and alone on the rugged and unforgiving steppes of To-gai, far to the south. They had taken her in and given her food and shelter. And even more importantly to Brynn, they had given her life purpose. They had trained her and made her a ranger.

And now they were sending her home to find her destiny.

The young brown-skinned woman crinkled her face at that thought, as she continued to stare back along the trail behind her, to the place that she knew to be her real home, the place she would likely never see again. Tears misted in her almond-shaped brown eyes, the sparkling eyes of a child, still, though so much had they seen. Already she missed Aydrian, the fourteen-year-old who had shared some of her training. Many times, Brynn had found the boy to be exasperating, often infuriating. But the truth was, he was the only other human she had seen in these last ten years, and she loved him like a brother.

A brother she would likely never see again.

Brynn shook her head forcefully, her raven hair flying wildly, and pointedly turned back to the trail heading south. Certainly leaving the valley was a sacrifice for Brynn, a dismissal of the trappings and the companionship that had made the place her home. But there was a reason for her departure, she reminded herself, and if the pain of this loss was the greatest sacrifice she would be expected to make, then her road would be easier by far than anyone, herself included, had ever imagined possible.

Her future was not her own to decide. No, that road had been laid out before her a decade before, when the Behrenese Yatol priests and their armies had tightened their grip on To-gai, had abolished almost completely the last remnants of a culture that had existed for thousands of years. Brynn’s road had been set from the moment Tohen Bardoh, an orange-robed Yatol priest, had lifted his heavy falchion and lopped off her father’s head; from the moment Tohen and his lackeys had dragged off her mother, eventually killing her, as well.

Brynn’s jaw tightened. She hoped that Tohen Bardoh was still alive. That confrontation alone would be worth any sacrifice.

Of course, Brynn understood keenly that this journey, this duty, was about much more than personal gain. She had been trained for a specific reason, a destiny that was bigger than herself. She was to return to the cold and windy steppes of harsh To-gai, the land she loved so much, and find those flickers of what had once been. She, little Brynn Dharielle, just over five feet tall and barely weighing a hundred pounds, was to fan that flicker into a flame, then feed the flame with the passion that had burned within her since that fateful day a decade ago. She was to find the To-gai spirit, to remind her fierce and proud people of who they truly were, to unite the many divided tribes in the cause against a deserving enemy: the Yatol-led Behrenese, the Chezru.

If the plan went as Brynn and the elves hoped, then Brynn would be the harbinger of war and all the land south of the great Belt-and-Buckle Mountains would be profoundly changed.

That was the hope of Lady Dasslerond, who rarely involved herself in the affairs of humans, and that was the burning hope of Brynn Dharielle. Liberation, freedom, for the To-gai-ru would avenge her parents, would allow them to sleep more comfortably in their graves.

“We will move down to the east, along that open stone to the tree line,” came a melodic voice from the side and above. Brynn looked up to the top of a boulder lining the rocky trail to see a figure far more diminutive than she. Belli’mar Juraviel of the Touel’alfar, her mentor and companion, looked back at her with his golden eyes. His hair, too, was the color of sunlight, and his features, though angular, with the high cheekbones and pointy ears characteristic of all of the Touel’alfar, somehow exuded gentleness.

Brynn glanced back once again toward the land that had been her home.

“Keep your eyes ahead,” Juraviel remarked. “Andur’Blough Inninness is no more to you than a dream now.”

“A pleasant dream,” Brynn replied, and Juraviel grinned.

“They say that memories often leave out the more terrible scenes.”

Brynn looked at him hard for a moment, but when he started laughing, she understood his meaning well. Indeed, there had been many hard times for Brynn in Andur’Blough Inninness, under the tutelage of the often-stern elves, including Belli’mar Juraviel—though he was considered by his kin to be among the most kindhearted of the people. Particularly Brynn’s early years in the valley had been filled with seemingly impossible trials. The elves had pushed her to the very limits of her physical and emotional being, and often beyond those limits—not to break her, but to make her stronger.

And they had succeeded. Indeed they had! Brynn could fight with sword and bow, could ride as well as any of the people of To-gai, who were put on the back of the sturdy ponies before they could even walk. And more importantly, the Touel’alfar had given her the mental toughness she would need to hold true to her course and see it through. Yes, she wanted revenge on Tohen Bardoh—indeed she did!—but she understood that such personal desires could not supersede the greater reason for this journey. She would hold fast to the course and the cause.

Juraviel left that part of the discussion right there, and so did Brynn, following the elf’s gaze to the sloping stone facing he had indicated. Brynn frowned, not thrilled with the angle.

“Diredusk will have trouble navigating that,” she stated. She looked back to her pinto pony, who stood calmly munching grass and seemed not to mind the saddlebags he carried, full of foodstuffs and bedrolls for the pair.

Juraviel nodded. “We will get him through. And once we cross under the canopy of the trees, the ground will be softer under his hooves and the trail will slope more gently.”

Brynn looked down to those trees, rows of evergreens neatly defined by elevation, and frowned again. The ground down there didn’t look very level to her.

“We will be out of the mountains soon enough,” Juraviel said, seeing her thoughts clearly reflected on her pretty face.

“Sooner if we had gone straight to the east, then turned south,” the irascible Brynn had to say, for she and Juraviel had spent the better part of the previous week arguing about this very topic. Considering what Brynn had been told about this mountain range, which ran more north–south than east–west, they certainly could have gotten to flatter ground more quickly by heading to the east.

“Yes, and then poor Diredusk would be running swiftly until he dropped from exhaustion, or until the goblin hordes caught up to us. Or until he mired down in the mud,” Juraviel said, again with a chuckle. That had been his argument from the beginning, for the lands immediately east of the mountains were far from hospitable, with goblins and swamps and great areas of muddy clay.

“A Touel’alfar and a ranger, afraid of goblins,” came Brynn’s huffing reply.

“A Touel’alfar wise enough to know that danger is best defeated by avoiding it altogether,” Juraviel corrected. “And a ranger too proud and too stubborn to recognize that her body, though hardened by our training, is not impervious to a goblin spear! You have heard of Mather, uncle of Elbryan, great-uncle of Aydrian. ’Twere goblins that struck him down.”

Juraviel started to turn away, and so Brynn took the opportunity to stick her tongue out at him. He looked back immediately, catching her in the act, and just sighed and shook his head, hardly surprised. For surely Belli’mar Juraviel was used to such playful behavior from this one, named by many of the Touel’alfar as the most irreverent—and irresistible—of any of the humans they had ever taken in for training. Brynn saw the world differently from most humans, and had done so even before falling under the demanding influences of the Touel’alfar. Despite the darkness that had found her at a young age, she remained the one with the brightest and most sincere smile, the one willing to solve any problem thrown her way through cunning and wit as much as through disciplined training.

That was the charm of Brynn Dharielle, and also, to Juraviel’s thinking, it was the strength that would carry her through this, her ultimate trial, where sadness and guilt loomed large in places unexpected.

If anything could.
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I cannot begin to explain the tremendous shift that has come to Caer’alfar since the demon Bestesbulzibar left its stain, its growing rot, upon our fair valley. For centuries, we of the People have lived in relative seclusion, peaceful and content. Only the rangers knew of us, truly, and a select few of Honce-the-Bear’s ruling families. Our concern with the ways of the wider world ended with the potential impact any happenings might have upon us. Thus the rangers, while protectors of the human settlements on the outskirts of human civilization, were also our link to that world, our eyes in the field.

That was enough.

Bestesbulzibar has apparently changed all of that. During the time of the DemonWar, I was assaulted by that demon, while transporting some poor human refugees away from the goblin and powrie hordes. I would have perished in that battle—perhaps I should have!—except that Lady Dasslerond arrived and took up my battle. She, too, would have perished, but she used her magical emerald to take us back to the place of her greatest power, back to Andur’Blough Inninness, just outside of Caer’alfar. There, Dasslerond drove the demon away, but not before Bestesbulzibar had left its indelible stain upon our fair land, a mark enduring, and growing.

I believe that if Dasslerond had understood the cost, she never would have brought us all back to the valley, that she and I would have died on the field that day.

For then we would be gone, but Andur’Blough Inninness would live on.

That rotting stain has done more than change the complexion of our fair valley, it has changed the perspective of Lady Dasslerond. The Touel’alfar have existed by remaining on the outskirts, passive observers in a world too frenzied for our tastes. We do not involve ourselves in the affairs of humans—how many times have I been chided by Lady Dasslerond and my peers for my friendship with Elbryan and Jilseponie?

Now, though, Lady Dasslerond has assumed a more active role outside of Andur’Blough Inninness. She sends Brynn south to free To-gai from the Behrenese, mostly because the nomads of To-gai will prove much more accommodating and friendly toward our people should the demon stain force us out of our home. In that event, we would go south, through the Belt-and-Buckle and across To-gai, to another of our ancient homelands, Caer’Towellan, where perhaps our brethren still reside.

Still, despite the potential gains should that event occur, I am surprised that Dasslerond has sent Brynn Dharielle to begin a war, human against human. If we were forced to journey southward, we could do so, I am certain, whether the To-gai-ru or the Yatol Chezru Chieftain ruled the steppes. But Lady Dasslerond insisted upon this, as much so as on anything I have ever witnessed. She is truly fearful of the demon stain.

And so she undertakes her second unusual stance, and this one frightens me even more than the journey she has determined for Brynn. She took Jilseponie’s child, unbeknownst to the mother. She took the child of Elbryan and Jilseponie, right from its mother’s womb! True, her action saved the lives of both Jilseponie and Aydrian that dark night on the field outside of Palmaris, for had not Dasslerond intervened to drive away the demon-possessed Markwart, both humans would surely have perished.

Still, to raise the child as her, as our, own …

And the manner of that upbringing scares me even more—perhaps as much as the reason for the upbringing. Lady Dasslerond has plans for Brynn, but they pale compared to her goals for young Aydrian. He will be the one to deliver Andur’Blough Inninness from the demon stain, at the sacrifice of his own blood and his own life. He will become the epitome of what it is to be a ranger, and then, when that is achieved, he will become Dasslerond’s sacrifice to the earth, that the demon stain be lifted.

She has foreseen this, my Lady has told me, in no uncertain terms. She knows the potential of her plan. All that she must do is bring Aydrian to the required level of power and understanding.

But there’s the rub, I fear. For Aydrian Wyndon, raised without the gentle touch of his mother or the love of his father, raised in near seclusion with harsh treatment and high standards from the moment he was old enough to understand them, will not be complete as a man, let alone as a ranger. There was a side to Elbryan, the Nightbird, beyond his abilities with the sword and his understanding of nature. The greatest gift of Nightbird, the greatest strength of the man Elbryan, was compassion, was a willingness to sacrifice everything for the greater good. Nightbird’s gift to the world was his death, when he threw his wounded form fully into Jilseponie’s final battle with the demon-possessed Markwart, knowing full well that he could not survive that conflict, that, in aiding Jilseponie, he would be giving his very life.

He did that. He didn’t hesitate, because Nightbird was possessed of so much more than we of the Touel’alfar ever gave to him—because Elbryan the Nightbird was a man of true character and true community.

Will the child raised alone and unloved be as much?

This is my fear.

—BELLI’MAR JURAVIEL


Chapter 1
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First Blood

THEY WERE OUT OF THE MOUNTAINS NOW, AND THE GOING WAS SMOOTH AND EASY. Diredusk most of all seemed to revel in the softer and flatter ground, the powerful pinto pony striding long and eagerly under Brynn’s expert handling. True to his noble To-gai heritage, the pony could trot for many miles before needing a break, and even then, he was quickly ready to be back on the trail, straining against Brynn’s hold to travel faster and faster.

For Brynn, riding along quiet forest trails on a late-spring or early-summer day was about as wonderful as things could get, and would have been perfect—except that with every passing mile the young ranger’s eyes turned back less and looked forward ever more eagerly. She couldn’t enjoy the ride as much when the destination was all-important.

Belli’mar Juraviel rode with the woman at times, Diredusk hardly feeling the extra weight of the diminutive creature. The elf typically sat in front of Brynn, turned to face the woman and lying back along the pony’s powerful neck. He didn’t speak to Brynn much along the trails, though, for he could see that the woman was falling deeper and deeper into thought about the destination awaiting them. That’s what Juraviel wanted from the young woman; that’s what the Touel’alfar demanded of the ranger. The goal was all-important, because Lady Dasslerond had said it was, and nothing else should clutter Brynn Dharielle’s mind—not the fragrance of the summer forest awakening fully, not the sounds of the songbirds, not even the sparkle of the morning sun on the dewy grasses and leaves.

And so they rode quietly, and sometimes Juraviel leaped from Diredusk’s back and fluttered up to the branches of the trees, moving to higher vantage points to scout the road ahead.

Their evenings, too, were for the most part quiet, sitting about a fire, enjoying their evening meal. In this setting, with little stimulation about them, Brynn would sometimes tell Juraviel stories of her homeland, of her parents and their small nomadic tribe, Kayleen Kek. On one such night, with Andur’Blough Inninness a hundred miles behind them, the woman became especially nostalgic.

“We always went to the higher ground in the summer,” she told her companion. “Up the sides of the great mountains in the range you call the Belt-and-Buckle, but that we called Uleshon Twak, the Dragon Spines. We’d camp so high sometimes that it was hard simply to draw in sufficient air. You’d always feel as if you couldn’t catch your breath. Every step seemed to take minutes to execute, and a tent in sight might take you an hour to walk to. I remember that at times blood would run from my nose, for no reason. My mother would fret over me, but my father would just say that the high-sickness could do that and it was nothing to bother about.”

Juraviel watched her as she continued her tale, her head tilted back so that her eyes were staring up at the night canopy. It wasn’t starry that night, with thickening clouds drifting in from the west. The full moon, Sheila, shone behind those clouds, sometimes seeming a pale full light, other times disappearing completely behind a dark and thick blanket.

Brynn wasn’t seeing it, any of it, Juraviel knew. She was looking across the years as much as across the distance. She was seeing the crisp night sky from a camp of deerskin tents nestled among great boulders on the high slopes of the Belt-and-Buckle. She was hearing her mother’s laugh, perhaps, and her father’s stern but loving commands. She was hearing the nickers of the nearby To-gai ponies, so loyal that they didn’t need to be tethered, as they protested the sparse grasses at the great elevation.

That was good, Juraviel knew. Let her recall the feeling of the old days, of her life before Andur’Blough Inninness. Let her remember clearly how much she had lost, how much To-gai had lost, so that her calls to her people to reclaim their heritage would be even more full of passion and conviction.

“Do they still go to the high passes?” Juraviel prompted.

Brynn’s expression changed as she lowered her gaze to regard the elf, as if one of the clouds from the sky had dropped down to cross over her fair features. “I know not,” she admitted somberly. “When I was taken by your people, the Chezru were trying to establish permanent villages.”

“The To-gai-ru must walk the land with the creatures,” said Juraviel. “That is their way.”

“More than our way. It is our spirit, our path to …” She paused—unsure, it seemed.

“Your path to what?” the elf asked. “To heaven?”

Brynn looked at him curiously, and then nodded. “To our heaven,” she explained. “There on the high plateaus. There in the autumn valleys, full of the golden flowers that bloom to herald the cold winds. There by the summer streams, swollen with melt. There, following the deer.”

“The Chezru do not see the value of such a life,” Juraviel noted. “They are not a wandering people.”

“Because their deserts are not suited to such a lifestyle,” said Brynn. “They have their many oases, and their great cities, but to wander through the seasons would not show them much beauty beyond those defined enclaves. Behren is not like To-gai, not a land of differing beauties in differing seasons. Thus they do not understand us and thus they try to change us.”

“Perhaps they believe that in giving villages to the To-gai-ru, they will be showing the To-gai-ru the path to a better life.”

“No,” Brynn was answering before the elf even finished the statement, and Juraviel knew that he would elicit strong disagreement here—indeed, that was his goal. “They want us in villages, even cities, that they might better control us. In villages, they can watch the clans, but out on the plains, we would be free to practice the old ways and to speak ill of our conquerors.”

“But the gains,” the elf said dramatically. “The stability of existence.”

“The trap of possession!” Brynn was quick to argue. “Cities are prisons and nothing more. When they run correctly, they trap you, they make you dependent on the comforts they provide. But they take from you—oh, they take so much!”

“What do they take?” There was an unintended urgency to Juraviel’s tone. He could tell that he was getting to Brynn, driving her on, which was precisely his duty.

“They take away the summer plateaus, the mountain wind, and the smell … oh, the scents of the high fields in the summer! They take away the swollen rivers, full of leaping fish. They take away the rides, the ponies charging across the open steppe. Oh, you should hear that sound, Belli’mar! The thunder of the To-gai-ru charge!”

She was breathing hard as she finished, her brown eyes sparkling with energy, as if she were witnessing that charge—as if she was leading that charge. She finally came out of her trance a bit and looked to the elf.

“I will witness it,” came Belli’mar Juraviel’s soft and assuring answer. “I will.”

Their road remained fairly straight south over the next few days, and Brynn was under the impression that they had but a single goal here: to get to To-gai and begin the process of liberation.

That’s what Juraviel and the others had told her, but the elf knew that he and Brynn had other things to attend to before beginning the long process of placing Brynn at the front of a revolution. Brynn Dharielle had been trained in the rigorous manner that had produced rangers from Andur’Blough Inninness for centuries, but, as fine as that training might be, Juraviel knew that it had its limitations. Even the most difficult trials—for Brynn, one had involved shooting targets from the saddle and at a gallop—were without the greatest of consequences, and hence, without the true understanding of the disaster that could be failure. For failing a test in Andur’Blough Inninness could mean humiliation and weeks of intense corrective training, but failing a test out here would likely mean death. Brynn had to learn that, had truly to appreciate all that she had to lose.

And so, on that morning when Belli’mar Juraviel took note of some curious tracks crossing the soft ground in front of them—tracks so subtle that Brynn didn’t even notice them from horseback—he allowed the woman to move obliviously past the spot, then studied the trail more closely. Juraviel knew the tracks, had seen them many, many times during the days of the DemonWar, when he had traveled beside Nightbird and Jilseponie battling Bestesbulzibar’s minions. The tracks were like those of a human, a young human, perhaps. But those made by shod feet revealed a poorly crafted boot, and those made by bare feet showed a telltale flatness in the arch and a wide expanse at the toes narrowing almost to a point at the heels.

Goblins. Moving east and in no apparent hurry.

Juraviel looked up and studied the area, even going so far as to sniff the breeze, but then he smiled at himself and shook his head. The tracks were probably a day old, he knew. These goblins were likely long gone.

But he knew the direction.

To Brynn’s surprise, Juraviel announced that they had to turn to the east for a bit. She didn’t argue, of course, for he was her guide, and so with a shrug, she brought Diredusk in line behind the moving elf. When that day ended, the pair had put twenty miles behind them, but in truth, they were no closer to the steppes of To-gai than they had been the previous day, something that Brynn surely took note of.

“Are we to travel around the world, then?” she asked sarcastically after they had eaten their dinner of vegetable stew. “Perhaps that way, we can sneak up on the Chezru from behind.”

“The straight line is always the shortest distance, ’tis true,” the elf replied. “But it is not always the swiftest.”

“What does that mean? What have you seen up ahead?” Brynn got up and looked to the south. “Monsters?”

“There is no barrier looming to the south, but this road is better, I believe.”

Brynn stared hard at the cryptic elf for some time, but Juraviel went back to his eating and didn’t return the look. He wanted to keep the mystery, wanted to have Brynn off-balance and wondering. He didn’t want her to know what was coming, and likely coming the very next day.

Later on, when Brynn was asleep, Juraviel hopped, flew, and climbed up the tallest tree he could find and peered through the dark night to the east.

There was the campfire, as he had expected. It was a long way off, to be sure.

But the goblins, he believed, weren’t in any hurry.

Brynn stared through the tangle of trees, sorting out the distinct and confusing lines until she was fully focused on the ugly little creatures beyond. They were diminutive—not as much so as the Touel’alfar, but smaller than Brynn. Their skin color ranged from gray to sickly yellow to putrid green, and hair grew in splotches about their heads, backs, and shoulders. Elongated teeth, misshapen noses, and sloping foreheads only added to the generally wretched mix. Brynn wasn’t close enough to smell the creatures, but she could well imagine that such an experience wouldn’t be pleasant.

She turned and looked up to Juraviel, who was sitting comfortably on a branch. “Goblins?” she asked, for though she had heard of the creatures during her stay with the elves, she had never actually seen one.

“The vermin are thick about these stretches,” Juraviel answered, “outside the borders of the human kingdoms.”

Brynn thought things over carefully, particularly their unexpected change in course of the previous day. “You knew they were here,” she reasoned. “You brought me here to see them. But why?”

Juraviel spent a long moment looking through the trees to the goblin group. Several of them were visible, and he suspected that more were about, probably out destroying something, a tree or an animal, just for the fun of it. “You do not know that I brought you here to see them,” he said.

Brynn chuckled at him. “But why?” she asked again.

Juraviel shrugged. “Perhaps it is merely a fortunate coincidence.”

“Fortunate?”

“It is good that you should view these creatures,” the elf explained. “A new experience to broaden your understanding of a world much larger than you can imagine.”

Brynn’s expression showed that she could accept that, but Juraviel added, “Or perhaps I feel it is my—our—duty to better the world wherever we may.”

Brynn looked at him curiously.

“They are goblins, after all.”

The woman’s expression didn’t change. “Goblins who seem not to be bothering anybody or anything.”

“Perhaps that is because there is no one or nothing about for them to bother at this moment,” Juraviel replied.

“Am I understanding your intent correctly?” the young ranger asked, turning back to survey the distant, undeniably peaceful scene of the small goblin camp. “Do you want us to attack this group?”

“Straight out? No,” Juraviel answered. “Of course not—there are too many goblins about for that to be wise. No, we must be more stealthy and cunning in our methods.”

When Brynn looked back to him, she wore an expression that combined curiosity, confusion, and outrage. “We could go around them and leave them in peace.”

“And fear forever after for the mischief they would cause.”

Brynn was shaking her head before Juraviel ever finished, but the elf pressed on dramatically. “For the families who would soon enough grieve for loved ones slain by the evil creatures. For the forests destroyed and desecrated, the animals senselessly slaughtered—not for food or clothing, but just for entertainment.”

“And if we murder this band, then we are no better than the goblins, by any measure,” Brynn declared, and she tilted her head back, her expression proud and idealistic. “Is it not our compassion that elevates us? Is it not our willingness to find peace and not battle, that makes us better than creatures such as this?”

“Would you be so generous if those were Yatol priests about that distant encampment?” the elf slyly asked.

“That is different.”

“Indeed,” came the obviously sarcastic reply.

“The Yatol priests chose their course—one that invites revenge from To-gai,” Brynn reasoned. “The goblins did not choose their heritage.”

“Thus you reason that every single Yatol priest took part in the atrocities perpetrated upon your people? Or are they all guilty for the sins of the few?”

“Every Yatol priest, every Chezru, follows a creed that leads to such conquest,” Brynn argued. “Thus every Yatol priest is an accomplice to the atrocities committed by those following their common creed!”

“The goblins have visited more grief upon the world than ever did the Yatol priests.”

“Being a part of that group, goblins, is not a conscious choice, but merely a consequence of parentage. Surely you of the Touel’alfar, who are so wise, can see the difference.”

Belli’mar Juraviel smiled widely at the compassionate young ranger’s reasoning, though he knew, from his perspective garnered through centuries of existence, that she was simply wrong. “Goblins are not akin to the other thinking and reasoning races,” he explained. “Perhaps their heritage is not their choice, but their actions are universally predictable and deplorable. Never have I seen, never have I heard of a single goblin who goes against the creed that is their culture and heritage. Not once in the annals of history has a goblin been known to step forward and deny the atrocities of its wretched kin. No, my innocent young charge, I’ll not suffer a goblin to live, and neither will you.”

Brynn winced at the direct edict, one that obviously did not sit well on her slender shoulders.

“I brought you here because there before us is a stain upon the land, a blight and a danger, and there before us is our duty, clear and obvious.”

Brynn glanced back as she heard the commanding, undebatable tone.

“We will search the forest about the encampment first,” Juraviel went on. “Thinning the herd as much as possible before going to an open battle.”

“Striking with stealth and from behind?” Brynn asked with clear sarcasm.

But her accusation, for that is what was obviously intended, was lost on Juraviel, who replied simply and with ultimate coldness, “Whatever works.”

Less than an hour later, Brynn found herself crawling through the brush south of the goblin camp, for she and Juraviel had worked themselves around the location. The ranger moved with all the stealth the Touel’alfar had taught her, easing each part of her—elbow, knee, foot, and hand—down slowly, gradually shifting her weight and feeling keenly the turf below, taking care to crunch no old leaves and snap no dried twigs.

A dozen feet before her, a pair of goblins labored noisily, one of them breaking little limbs from the trees and tossing them back to its ugly companion, who was hard at work with a small stick and bow, trying to start a fire. Brynn and Juraviel had overheard a pair of the creatures a short way back, and Juraviel understood enough of the guttural language to relay to Brynn that the goblins were planning to set great fires to flush out easy kills.

Brynn paused as she considered that conversation, for she had argued against Juraviel’s clear implication that the goblin plans proved his point about the creatures’ temperament. Humans hunted, after all—the To-gai were particularly adept at it. Perhaps this was only a difference in method. Lying there, Brynn understood how weak her argument had been. The amount of kindling that was being piled and the sheer joy on the face of the goblin who intended to set the blaze told her that this was about much more than a simple hunt for food.

Still …

Juraviel had given Brynn his sword for this unpleasant business, though in her hands it was no more than a large and slender dagger. That would work better than her staff or bow for now, though, for this had to be done quickly and quietly. Especially quietly.

She continued forward another couple of feet, then a bit more. She could hear the creatures clearly, could smell them. With mud streaked about her face, and leaves and twigs strapped to her clothing, Brynn understood logically that she was somewhat camouflaged, but still she could hardly believe that the goblins hadn’t taken note of her yet!

The one bent over trying to start the fire yelped suddenly and started to stand. Its companion, closer to Brynn, looked to regard it, smiling stupidly, apparently thinking that the fire was starting to catch.

But there were only wisps of smoke, then the goblin, halfway upright, yelped again, and then again, and its companion’s expression shifted to curiosity.

And then Brynn was behind it, her hand coming around to clamp over its mouth, her dagger, Juraviel’s silverel sword, driving deep into the creature’s back, just to the side of the backbone, sinking deep to reach for the goblin’s heart. Brynn felt that keenly—so very keenly! She felt the flesh tearing, the varying pressures as the dagger slid through, and then felt an almost electrical shock, as if she had touched the very essence of the creature’s life force, the point of the weapon acting as a channel to let that life force flow freely from the goblin’s body.

The other goblin yelped again and fell over. Then it yelped—or tried to—yet again, and clutched at its throat.

The goblin in her arms went limp and she eased it to the ground, thinking that she should go and finish the other. It was a forced thought, though, for all that Brynn wanted to do at that horrible moment was fall to her knees and scream out in protest. She growled those feelings away and steadied herself for the necessary task at hand, pulling free the bloodied sword and considering her next kill. Belli’mar Juraviel was at the other goblin before her, though, standing over the creature, his small bow drawn back fully.

He put another arrow into the squirming goblin, then another. And then a third, and the creature seemed as if it would not die!

The next arrow drove through the side of its head. It gave a sudden, vicious spasm, and the light went out of the goblin’s eyes.

It was all Brynn could manage to keep tears flowing from her eyes, to keep from crying out in horror and revulsion, and pain.

So much pain.

Was this why she had trained as a ranger? Or was “ranger” even the proper word? Was it, perhaps, merely a cover for the true intention of her training, the true title she should drape across her shoulders: assassin?

“Come, and quickly,” Juraviel said to her, drawing her back from her inner conflict. Hardly thinking, she followed the elf along the circuitous route, until they happened upon another goblin, out collecting kindling.

It was dead before it even knew they were there.

The perimeter was secured then, and so the pair focused their attention on the encampment itself, where a band of more than a half dozen of the creatures milled about and sat around the smoldering embers of the previous night’s fire. They had a large, rusty pot sitting atop it, and every once in a while, one went over to it and ladled out some foul-looking stew.

“We could wait to see if others wander out alone,” Juraviel said to her. “Take them down one or two at a time.”

Brynn winced visibly at the thought, wanting all of this to be over as quickly as possible.

“The time for stealth is ended,” she said determinedly, and started to rise, intending to charge straight into the band.

Juraviel caught her by the arm and held her fast. “What is a To-gai-ru warrior’s greatest weapon?” he asked. “Even beyond courage and the bow?”

Brynn nodded and handed him his small sword, then turned about, understanding.

A few minutes later, the goblins in the encampment stood and looked curiously to the north, to the crashing and thumping echoing out of the forest.

Brynn Dharielle, astride Diredusk, came through the last line of brush with bow drawn. She took the goblin farthest to the right first, dropping it with hardly a squeak, then got her second arrow away, knocking a goblin away from the cooking pot, a bowlful of stew flying over it as it toppled backward.

A quick and fluid movement had the bow unstrung, and Brynn tucked it under her right arm like a lance as she guided Diredusk to a course right past a third, stunned creature. The goblin’s face exploded in a shower of blood, the sturdy darkfern bow smashing through. Brynn cut Diredusk hard to the left, the pony trampling the next goblin in line, then running down yet another as it tried to flee. Now Brynn swung the staff like a club, whistling it past another goblin’s face, a near miss that had the creature diving back to the ground.

By then, though, her momentum had played out. She reached the far end of the encampment, leaving three goblins standing, no longer surprised, and collecting their weapons. Where was Juraviel? Why hadn’t she heard the high-pitched twang of his small bow or the yelps of stuck goblins?

Brynn tugged hard on the reins, bringing her pony to a skidding stop and quick turn. She flanked around to the left, going to a half seat and bending low over Diredusk’s neck as the horse easily leaped a pair of logs set out as benches.

Brynn yanked him hard to the left as he landed, lining up a second run at the center of the camp. The three goblins, though, had wisely retreated to the fringes of the forest, using brush and trees for cover, and the only target she found was the goblin she had narrowly missed on her first pass, the creature stumbling as it tried to rise. Her aim was better this time, the swinging bow smacking it across the back of the head as she thundered past, launching the creature facefirst. It crashed against the cooking pot, knocking it over, then it tumbled down right onto the hot embers. How that goblin howled and thrashed! Its scraggly hair ignited, its skin burned and curled!

With movements so fast and so fluid that they defied the goblins’ comprehension, Brynn bent and strung her bow as she lifted her leg over the horse’s back, then set an arrow as she dropped from Diredusk into a charge.

She pegged the closest goblin right between the eyes, dropped into a roll to avoid a thrown spear from a second, set an arrow as she rolled, and came up firing.

Then there was one.

A flick of Brynn’s wrist had the bow unstrung as she charged.

The goblin, obviously unsure, obviously terrified, started to run. Then it changed its mind and turned, crude spear presented before it. It thrust out as Brynn came in, but the skilled ranger slapped the awkward attack aside and started forward for what looked like a quick victory.

Started forward, but stopped abruptly as the brush to the side parted and a second goblin burst through, charging at the ranger with a small and rusty dagger.

Brynn turned sidelong and started to bring her bow-staff to bear, but the first goblin came back in hard. The ranger adeptly changed the momentum of her weapon, grabbing it up high with her left hand, reversing the grip, then thrusting the staff right back to the side in an underhand movement, guiding it with her right hand, holding on with her left. The charging spear-wielder had its weapon back, trying to gain momentum for its thrust at that moment, and so there was nothing in place to block Brynn’s stab before the staff connected with the goblin’s face.

Brynn let her weapon drop then, confident that the goblin was out of the fight for a while at least. She wove her hands furiously before her to set a defense against the goblin with the knife. Her balanced and precise movements slowed the goblin just a bit, as it tried to find some hole in the sudden defense, and that was all Brynn needed. She sent her left hand out wide to the left and lifted her right hand up above her head, giving an apparent opening.

And the goblin dove into that hole, thinking to sink its knife into her chest.

Up snapped Brynn’s right foot, smacking the goblin’s lead arm out wide. She caught the back of the goblin’s wrist in her left hand and yanked it down, twisting to lock the creature’s elbow, its palm and Brynn’s facing upward. The ranger turned right inside the hold, then bringing her left arm over and around, then down under the caught arm, turned her back right before the goblin’s torso as she went. Brynn ignored the expected punch from the goblin’s free hand, keeping her momentum, locking her forearm under that trapped elbow, and yanking up, while throwing her weight farther out over that trapped hand and tugging down hard.

The goblin yelped in pain, though it still managed to throw a second punch into Brynn’s back.

It couldn’t maintain its hold on the dagger, though, as Brynn’s fingers worked the hand of the pained arm to force it free. As it fell, Brynn pulled straight out with her left hand, keeping the goblin off-balance, and released the arm from her right arm’s hold, stepping forward and snapping out her right hand to catch the dagger before it ever hit the ground. She flipped it over in a sudden reversal and, even as the goblin slugged her again, thrust out straight and hard behind her, planting the dagger deep into the goblin’s chest.

The goblin punched her yet again, but there was no strength in the blow. Brynn pumped her arm once and again, tearing up the goblin’s chest and guts, then turned hard and shoved the dying creature to the ground.

The goblin she had smacked in the face was up by then, but not charging. The creature had seen enough of this fighter, apparently, and started to run off into the forest.

Hardly even thinking of the movement, Brynn launched the dagger, hitting it in the back of the leg. The goblin howled and went down hard, then kicked and thrashed, trying to tug the dagger out, but in too much pain even to grasp it.

Now Brynn was thinking again, and watching every terrible movement. As much in horror as in pragmatism, she picked up her staff, rushed over, and smashed the goblin in the head.

It just yelled and thrashed even more.

Brynn hit it again and again, just wanting this nightmare to be over, just wanting the wretched thing to lie still.

A long while later, after what seemed like many, many minutes to Brynn, the goblin finally stopped its thrashing and its whining.

Brynn slumped to her knees. There were still goblins about, some hurt, others perhaps not so, but she couldn’t think of that right at that moment, couldn’t think of anything except for the dead creatures about her, the goblins she had killed, and brutally so. She fought against the tears and against the urge to throw up, trying hard to steady her breathing and her sensibilities. She reminded herself that danger was all about her, told herself that a goblin might be creeping up even then, ready to drive a spear into her back.

Brynn glanced over her shoulder at the unsettling thought, but all was quiet behind her. Even in the encampment, nothing seemed to be stirring, though she knew she had not killed all of the creatures back there in her initial charge. She noted Diredusk off to the side, standing calmly, tugging at some low brush, then lifting his head with a great haul of small branches and leaves in his munching mouth.

Brynn took up her bow and strung it, then pulled the dagger out of the dead goblin’s leg and set it into her belt. Fitting an arrow, she crept along a circuitous route, gradually working her way back in sight of the camp.

None of the goblins was moving. Belli’mar Juraviel walked about them, kicking at them, and when any showed signs of life, the elf bent down and slashed open its throat.

Brynn hated him at that moment. Profoundly. Why had he done this to her? Why had he taken her off the straight trail to the south and toward To-gai, only to slaughter these creatures?

It took the young ranger a few moments to realize how tightly she was gripping her bowstring about the set arrow, or the fact that she had inadvertently begun to pull back, just a bit, on the bow. She eased it to rest, then grabbed it up in one hand, clenching the bow at midshaft and wrapping one finger about the arrow to hold it steady. Then she determinedly, angrily, strode back into the encampment.

Juraviel looked up at her. “A bit sloppy,” he said. “Your first charge through was beautifully executed, efficient and to the point. But you spent far too long with the pair in the brush. Three of these were not dead, and two could have soon enough gathered their wits and strength enough to come in at you. What would you have done if I had not been here to clean up?”

His voice trailed away at the end, his expression showing Brynn that she was correctly conveying her outrage with her steely look.

“Is there a problem?” the elf asked, his condescending tone alone telling Brynn that he knew well enough what was bothering her.

“Was there a purpose?”

“Need I give you another lecture about the wretchedness of goblins? How many examples should I provide you to settle your guilt, young ranger? Should I tell you about the forests they have burned to the ground, about the human settlements they have raided, slaughtering even the children, and eating more than a few? Should I recount for you again the great DemonWar and point out the hundreds of instances of misery the goblins perpetrated upon the land and upon the humans in that dark time?”

“Raided human settlements,” Brynn echoed, looking about sarcastically.

“Yes, and took pleasure in every kill.”

“As did you!” Brynn knew that she was moving over the line even as the words left her mouth.

“Not so,” Juraviel answered quietly and calmly, seeming to take no offense. “I—we—did as we had to do. With expediency and efficiency. Without true malice, and with actions spawned from pragmatism. Did I enjoy the killing? Not really. But I take heart in knowing that our actions here just made the entire world a bit brighter and a bit safer.”

“And seasoned your ranger a bit more.” There was no mistaking the heavy sarcasm and anger in her tone.

“And that, yes,” the elf answered, unperturbed.

Brynn quivered on the verge of an explosion. “And do rangers often gain their first battle experience against goblins?” she asked. “Is that where they draw first blood, where they first can enjoy the sweet smell of death?”

“Goblins or rabid animals, likely,” the elf was quick to respond, and still he seemed completely unshaken. “Though it could be argued that they are much one and the same.”

His tone as much as his words only brought even more tension into poor Brynn, and she wanted to scream out in protest at that moment more than she ever had since the murder of her parents.

“As worthy an enemy as can be found, if not so worthy as an opponent,” Juraviel went on.

Brynn turned away and squeezed her eyes shut tightly, then opened them and stared off into the forest. She felt Juraviel’s gentle hand upon the small of her back.

“How steep are the mountains you must climb if you cannot scale this tiny hillock?”

“I did not leave Andur’Blough Inninness to become a murderess,” Brynn answered through her gritted teeth.

“You left Andur’Blough Inninness to begin a war,” Juraviel reminded, with even more intensity. “Do you think that your revolution will be bloodless?”

“That is different.”

“Because the Chezru are deserving?”

Brynn, her eyes narrowed, turned to face him directly, and said with an air of confidence, “Yes.”

“And only the deserving Chezru will die?”

“Many of my people will die, but they will do so willingly, if their sacrifice helps to free To-gai!”

“And many innocents will die,” the elf pointed out. “Children too young to understand what is happening. The infirm. Women on both sides will be raped and slaughtered.”

Brynn worked hard to hold firm her gaze, but she did wince.

“War is not fought along clear lines, Brynn. The Yatols at war will call upon the fierce Chezhou-Lei warriors, and they, by reputation, will not suffer any of the enemy race to live. And will your own people be more generous? How many of the To-gai-ru have suffered horrible tragedies under the press of the Yatols? When you press into Behren, as surely you must if you are to force the people of the sand kingdom truly to allow you your freedom, you will overtake Behrenese villages, full of people who know nothing of To-gai and the plight of the To-gai-ru. But will not some of your own warriors take revenge on those innocents for the wrongs of the Yatol occupation?”

Brynn didn’t relent in her stoic gaze. She could not, at that moment of dark epiphany. But she heard well Belli’mar Juraviel’s every word, and knew in her heart, if her head would not yet admit it, that he was correct.


Chapter 2
 [image: ]

The Blood of Centuries

YAKIM DOUAN, CHEZRU CHIEFTAIN OF ALL BEHREN, OPENED HIS EYES ON THIS, the 308,797th day of his life.

The sun looked the same, peeking into his bedroom window. The springtime air, laced with the scents of flowers and spices and pungent camels, felt the same as it always had.

Yakim Douan smiled at that thought, for he liked it this way, too much ever to let it go. He groaned a bit as he rolled off his bed—a hammock, as was customary in the city of Jacintha, where the aggressive and deadly brown-ringed scorpions often crawled into the padded bedding of mattresses or straw. Slowly the old man straightened, cursing the sharp pain in both his knees and the way his back always seemed to lock up after a long night’s sleep.

His room was beautifully adorned, with all the trappings one would expect for the most powerful and the richest man south of the Belt-and-Buckle—and arguably north of it, as well. Wondrous tapestries lined the walls, their rich colors capturing the morning light, their intricate designs drawing in Yakim Douan’s gaze and holding it there. How long had he been studying those same images? Depictions of war and of the human form, of beauty and of tragedy? And still, they seemed as fresh and inspiring to him as they had when first he had gazed upon them.

Thick woven rugs felt good on his bare feet. He stretched and widened his toes, taking it in fully, then made his creaking way across the large room to the decorated washbasin, all of shining white-and-pink marble, with a golden-framed mirror hanging above it. The Chezru Chieftain splashed cold water onto his old and wrinkled face and stared hard into the mirror, lamenting the way age had ravaged him. He saw his gray eyes and hated them most of all, and wished he had known their color before he had chosen this corporeal coil as his own.

Blue eyes next time, he hoped. But, of course, some things were quite beyond his control.

His current set of orbs was quite telling to him. Never did they seem white about the pupils anymore, just a dull yellowish hue. His body was sixty-two years old, and he had hated every minute of the last decade. Oh, of course he could have any luxuries he wanted. He kept a harem of beautiful young women at his beck and call, and should he desire a plaything, he could bring in any other woman he chose, even if she was already married. He was the Chezru Chieftain, the God-Voice of Behren. With a word he could have a person burned at the stake, or order one of his subjects to take his own life, and the idiot would unquestioningly comply.

All the world was Yakim Douan’s to take, and so he did, over and over again.

A soft, polite knock on his door turned the old Chezru from the mirror. “Enter,” he said, knowing full well that it was Merwan Ma, his personal attendant.

“Your pardon, Great One,” Merwan Ma said, peeking his head around the door. He was a handsome young man in his early twenties, with short, black, tightly curled hair, and large black eyes that seemed all the darker because they were set in pools of white, pure white, with no veins and no yellow discoloration at all. The eyes of a child, Yakim thought, every time he looked upon them. Merwan Ma’s face was boyish as well, with hardly a shadow of hair, and his nose and lips were somewhat thin, which only made his eyes seem all the larger. “Shall I have your breakfast brought to you up here, or do you prefer a litter to take you to the Room of Morning Sun?”

Yakim Douan suppressed his chuckle. He heard these same words every morning—every single morning! Without fail, without the slightest deviation. Exactly as he had ordered them spoken fifty-two years and seven personal attendants ago.

“God-Voice?” Merwan Ma asked.

A telling question, Yakim Douan realized, for the younger man had spoken out of turn, without prompting and without permission. The Chezru Chieftain glared at the attendant, and Merwan Ma shrank back, nearly disappearing behind the door.

Yes, Yakim could still keep the overly curious young man in line, and with just a look. That, and the fact that he honestly liked Merwan Ma, was the only reason Yakim kept this one around. While one would normally expect intelligence to be a prized attribute for a personal attendant, Yakim Douan usually went out of his way to avoid that particular strength. The Chezru Chieftain was safer by far if those closest to him were somewhat dim-witted. Unfortunately for Yakim, though, by the time he had realized Merwan Ma’s brightness, he was already enamored of the young man, who had been only sixteen when he had begun to serve. Even after he had come to understand Merwan Ma’s intellect and curiosity, Yakim had kept him on, and now, with the day of his death approaching, he was glad that he had. Merwan Ma was bright and inquisitive, but he was also fiercely loyal and pious, dedicated enough to Yatol to rise into the priesthood. When Merwan Ma called Yakim “God-Voice,” he honestly believed the title to be literal.

“Come in,” the Chezru Chieftain bade the attendant.

Merwan Ma came around the door, standing straight. He was tall, well over six feet, and lean, as were most of the people of Behren, where it was hot all the time and extra pounds and layers of fat did not sit well. He’d seem even taller if he ascended to the priesthood, Yakim realized, for then he’d grow his hair up high, as was the custom for Yatols.

Yakim nearly chuckled again as he considered the fact that his attendant was not a Yatol priest. For centuries, the Chezru Chieftain had been attended only by Yatol priests; for centuries, none but Yatol priests were even allowed to speak to the God-Voice. But Yakim Douan had changed that nearly four hundred years before, after one almost disastrous transformation when several of his attending Yatols had decided to make a try for the principal Chezru title themselves, claiming that the new God-Voice could not be found, despite the fact that they had a two-year-old in hand who could fully recite the Codex of the Prophet.

Luck alone had allowed Yakim Douan to continue his reign in that instance, and so when he had risen to Consciousness at the tender age of ten, one of his first edicts was to change the strata at Chom Deiru, the Chezru Palace, putting those whose power was closest to the Chezru Chieftain out of the loop, removing personal ambition from the formula in times of Transcendence.

“The Room of the Morning Sun is prepared for breakfast?” Yakim asked.

“Yes, God-Voice.” Merwan Ma was careful to avert his eyes as he spoke. “But you have risen late this day and I fear that the room is already heated beyond comfort.”

“Yes … well, then have my food delivered here.”

“Yes, God-Voice.” Merwan Ma bowed quickly and turned to leave, but Yakim called out after him.

“Have a second meal delivered, as well. You will dine with me this morning, I think. We have things that we should discuss.”

“Yes, God-Voice.”

Merwan Ma hustled out, and Yakim Douan nodded knowingly at the tremor in his last answer. Merwan Ma had always enjoyed sitting with Yakim—the two had become friends of a sort, a mentor-student relationship—but Merwan Ma knew now the reason for the invitation. Yakim wanted to speak with him about Transcendence again, about the Chezru Chieftain’s impending death and the duties that Merwan Ma must carry out perfectly during the time that would follow, the Beheading, it was called, a period when the Yatol Church would be without an official leader, when the Yatol priests would rule by consensus and were bound to make only little changes in standing policy.

Yakim Douan was glad that his talks about the time of Transcendence so unsettled Merwan Ma. That revealed the young attendant’s love for his Chezru master, and that love, Yakim believed, would help to carry them both through the vulnerable few years they must face between Yakim’s death and his subsequent ascension.

Merwan Ma returned a short while later, along with several younger attendants, all bearing trays of fruits and seasoned cakes, plates and fabulous utensils, and pitchers filled with many different types of juice. They quickly set the table at the northern window in the circular chamber, the one affording a spectacular view of the Belt-and-Buckle Mountains, towering black stone and white snowy peaks. The Belt-and-Buckle was the most imposing range in the known world, with few passes, and even those full of danger, rockslides and avalanches, great bears and cats and other monsters more dangerous by far. The view of the range from Yakim Douan’s palace displayed that awesome power in all its glory. That view, with the sun splayed on the eastern slopes and shining on the white caps, and with the dark shadows looming behind every jag, was considered quite spiritual by most who looked upon it. For the Yatols in particular, it held a reminder that there was a greater power than any they might witness in the domain of humankind. It was a spiritual and humbling view—humbling even to immortal Yakim Douan.

When the pair sat down, the attendants hustled all about, pouring juice and serving the food, but Yakim Douan waved them away and ordered them out of the room. A couple of them hesitated, staring at the Chezru Chieftain with confusion, even disbelief, for they customarily served throughout the meal.

“We are capable of pouring our own drinks,” Yakim Douan assured them. “And of cutting our own fruit. Now be gone.” He ended by waving his hands at them, and they skittered away.

He looked back to Merwan Ma, smiling, and noted that the young man seemed to want to say something.

“You will speak openly at this meal,” he instructed, and Merwan Ma shifted uncomfortably.

Yakim went quiet then, but didn’t begin eating. He just sat there staring at his attendant, his expression prompting the young man to speak out.

“You wish to discuss your death again, God-Voice. I am not fond of this topic.”

“Everyone must die, my young friend,” said Yakim, and he smiled inwardly at the irony of the statement.

“But you are still a young man,” Merwan Ma blurted, and he lowered his eyes immediately upon saying the words, as if he believed that, despite Yakim’s claim, he had overstepped the bounds of propriety.

“In my bones, I feel the weight, the wrath, of every year and every morning,” Yakim replied with a warm smile, and he put his hand on Merwan Ma’s forearm, comforting the younger man.

“But God-Voice, you seem as if you are surrendering to age without a fight.”

“Do you believe in the Revelation of Yatol?” the Chezru Chieftain said suddenly, sternly, reminding the student of who he was, of his—of their—supposed purpose in life. The Revelation of Yatol was the binding force of the Yatol religion, a promise of eternal life on the Cloud of Chez, a place of Paradise. All of the rituals and practices, all of the codes of behavior that governed the Yatol religion were based upon that promise.

“Of course, God-Voice!” Merwan Ma retorted, blurting the response with surprise and horror.

“I am not accusing you, my son,” said the Chezru Chieftain. “I am merely reminding you. If we are to believe in the Revelation of Yatol, then we should accept the onset of death with open arms, confident that we have lived a life worthy of the Cloud of Chez. Am I to be sad, then, to think that Paradise is soon to be my home?”

“But we do not ask for death, God-Voice—”

“I know, however, when death begins to ask for me,” Yakim Douan interrupted. “This is part of my station, to understand when death approaches so that those around me—so that you, Merwan Ma—can begin their preparations for the search for the new God-Voice. Do you understand?”

Merwan Ma lowered his eyes. “I am afraid, God-Voice,” he said.

“You will not fail.”

“But how will I know?” asked the young attendant, looking up suddenly at the Chezru Chieftain. “How can I be sure that I will select the correct replacement? It is a terrible burden, God-Voice. I fear that I am not worthy to bear it.”

“You are,” Yakim Douan said, laughing. “The child will be obvious to you, I assure you. When I was selected, I was reciting the entire Fourth Book of Prophecy.”

“But could not a mother so teach her young child, if she wished him to ascend?”

“I had not yet seen my second birthday!” said a laughing Yakim. “And I could answer any question put to me by the Yatol Council. Do you doubt that they chose correctly?”

Merwan Ma blanched.

“It is not an accusation, my young friend,” said Yakim. “It is merely a reassurance to you that you will know. Your predecessor voiced similar concerns … so I have heard,” the Chezru Chieftain quickly added, for how could he have firsthand knowledge of what Merwan Ma’s predecessor might or might not have said?

“Even so, God-Voice,” the obviously nervous Merwan Ma continued. “Once the child is found—”

“Then your duties are clear and with many recorded precedents,” Yakim Douan interrupted. “And those duties are minimal, do not doubt. You will watch over the child and see that he is well cared for through the early years of his life. Not so difficult a job, I would say.”

“But what of his training? Who will tutor the new God-Voice in the ways of Yatol?”

Yakim Douan was laughing before Merwan ever finished. “He will tutor you, if you so desire! Do you not understand? The child will be born with full consciousness, and full understanding of all that is Yatol.

“Do you doubt?” the Chezru Chieftain asked into Merwan Ma’s scrunched-up face. “Of course you do!” Yakim added to alleviate the tension before it could ever really begin. “Because you have not witnessed the miracle of Transcendence. I have, firsthand! I remember those early days well, and I needed no tutoring. I needed nothing, just the climb to Consciousness, and by that time, I understood everything about our beloved Chezru, both good and bad, better than any of those around me. Fear not, my young friend. Your time of indenture in the house of the Chezru Chieftain is to end in scarcely more than a decade, it would seem.”

If those words were of any comfort at all to Merwan Ma, he didn’t show it; in fact, his expression revealed just the opposite.

“You know this to be true,” Yakim prompted.

“As with your anticipated death, it is not a subject I am comfortable discussing, God-Voice.”

“Ah,” Yakim answered with a great laugh, and again he patted the young attendant’s arm. “You are to serve me, and then to see the next God-Voice to Consciousness, and then you are freed of all responsibility to the Chezru. That is the way it has always been, and the way it must continue to be.”

“All that I love—”

“That does not preclude you from joining Chezru more formally,” Yakim went on. “In truth, I would be sorely disappointed if you do not pursue your calling to piety. You will make a fine Yatol, my friend, and as such, will prove a valuable asset to the next Chezru Chieftain. Why, I have already penned a long letter to my successor and to the Yatol Council expressing my beliefs in your potential.”

That seemed to calm Merwan Ma considerably, and he blushed with embarrassment and lowered his eyes.

Just the effect Yakim Douan had hoped for. He truly liked the young man, and would indeed miss him when he came to Consciousness in the next incarnation. But on this point of ritual, Yakim had to hold fast. He couldn’t take the chance of keeping one as bright as Merwan Ma around for too long.

Familiarity might bring danger.

Merwan Ma made his way through the great columned hallways of the airy palace. The whole of the place was made of stone, mostly marble, pink and white and the subtle pale yellow of Cosinnida marble from the south. The many columns, ridged and decorated, were of the type that came from the northwest, from the foothills of the Belt-and-Buckle near the borderland of Behren and To-gai. This stone was the brightest white of all, but streaked with red veins throughout, so much so that it appeared to Merwan Ma as if red vines grew all along the columns. He could almost envision large grapes hanging from the vine, ready to be plucked and savored.

Merwan Ma’s sandals were leather, and not hard-soled, but his footfalls echoed along the vast chambers of the palace, where every ceiling was delicately arched to catch the sound and roll it about. The young attendant often lost himself on walks such as this, wandering the great ways past the inspiring tapestries and the amazing mosaics tiled on the great floors. On such jaunts, he felt alone in the vast universe, and yet at one with it, as well.

He needed that now, that comfort that he was part of something larger than himself, larger than human flesh. His master had done it again, another conversation about the God-Voice’s impending death. How could the Chezru Chieftain be so calm about that? How could he speak in such commonsensical terms about the end of his life?

Merwan Ma gave a great exhale, thoroughly jealous of his master, of any man who could be so at ease with mortality. Merwan Ma was a dedicated and pious Shepherd, a rank above the common Chezru folk but a rank below the Yatols. He prayed every day, and followed every ritual and precept of the religion. He believed in an afterlife, in a reward for his good behavior. Truly he did. And yet, how pale his convictions seemed next to the supreme calm held by Yakim Douan!

Perhaps he would come to such a place of tranquillity as he aged, Merwan Ma hoped. Perhaps he would find a day when he could so easily accept the inevitability of his own death, when he could be so confident that one journey was ending only so that another journey could begin.

“No,” he said aloud, and he fell to his knees briefly and pressed his palms against his eyes, prostrating himself on the floor, an expression of submission, obedience, and repentance for his last thought. He could never find a place as content as that of the God-Voice! He could never come to understand the mysteries of life and death as the Chezru Chieftain, and he alone, obviously understood! Not in this life, at least. Perhaps enlightenment awaited him on the other side of that darkest of doors.

With another deep breath, Merwan Ma pulled himself up from the floor and resumed his journey. He was late, he knew, and the others were likely already gathered about the sacred chalice, the Chezru Goblet, in the Room of Forever. Mado Wadon, the overseeing Yatol, had probably already prepared the sacrificial knife, filling its hollowed hilt with the oils of preservation. But certainly, without Merwan Ma there, the others had not begun the bleeding.

Yakim Douan continued to enjoy his meal at the northern window, staring out at the towering majestic peaks. He knew what was going on in the Room of Forever, and he knew well the ultimate danger to him and to his secrets whenever the seven gathered for the ritual. But the centuries had taken the edge from the Chezru Chieftain concerning this anxiety. He had watched the bleeding closely all those early years, centuries before when he had instituted the ritual.

No, not instituted it, but merely altered it to cover his secret. Since the beginning of Yatol, the selected group had kept the sacred Chezru Goblet filled with their blood, standing in a circle about it and taking turns slicing their wrists until the deep and wide chalice was full to the appointed line. That ritual of blood-brotherhood and the resultant pool of blood had proven to be a wonderful binding force for Yakim Douan, for embedded in the base of that sacred chalice was a single gemstone, a powerful hematite. When Yakim added his own blood to the pool, every week immediately following the bleeding ritual, he somehow created a bond to that embedded hematite that he had learned to exploit from a great distance, from the other side of the palace, even. That was important to Yakim, not because he often utilized the hematite, but because he understood that if a sudden tragedy should befall him—the dagger of a rival, perhaps—he would be able to establish enough of a connection to the hematite to free his spirit from his dying corporeal form.

The only real danger to Yakim, then, came during the process of changing the blood pool, for though all of the attending bleeders would be blindfolded and instructed, strictly so, never to glance into the chalice, one look with the blood level low might be enough to arouse great suspicions. For the Yatols were not fond of gemstones, magical or not, and to see one embedded in their most-prized religious symbol, the Chezru Goblet itself, would strike a sour note in the heart of any true Yatol. Gemstones were the province of the hated Abellicans to the north, the source of Abellican magical powers, and for centuries, since before Yakim Douan’s first ascension even, the Yatol priests had denounced the enchanted stones as instruments for channeling demon magic.

Seeing a gemstone—and a hematite, a soul stone, at that!—embedded in the base of that deep chalice would bring about questions that Yakim Douan did not want to answer.

But the Chezru Chieftain held all confidence that it would not come to that. In all the nearly eight hundred years he had been secretly using the magical hematite, the blood level in the chalice had only dropped to a revealing level once, when a young Yatol priest had inadvertently tripped and spilled the contents.

That unfortunate Yatol, so flustered, so horrified by what he had done, hadn’t even paused long enough to consider the ramifications of what he had seen. He had only stammered apology after apology when Yakim Douan had come upon him, to find him kneeling on the bloody floor and crying, his head in his hands. He had begged forgiveness from the God-Voice, even as Yakim’s knife had reached for his unprotected, undefended throat.

That one had died confused.

Yakim Douan shuddered at the memory of that awful day. He had never wanted to kill the man, but so much had been at stake. How could he jeopardize his own theoretical immortality, centuries of life, against the few decades the poor fool might have remaining?

To Yakim all these years later, it had been pragmatism, and not hatred and not any evil lust for power, that had guided his dagger hand that fateful day.

Yakim Douan couldn’t even remember the clumsy Yatol’s name. Nor could anyone else.

Merwan Ma stood perfectly still, chanting softly the intonation of sacrifice, his voice blending beautifully with the others standing in a circle about the small table that held the Chezru Goblet. The young attendant held his left hand out across his chest and to the right side, ready to take the knife, while his right arm was out before him, his forearm resting on a padded shelf, his wrist dangling above the sacred vessel.

He was blindfolded, as were the others. In fact, Merwan Ma, as principal attendant to the Chezru Chieftain, had been the only one to enter this holy room with his eyes open, guiding the others to their respective positions. Then, with a prayer, Merwan Ma had taken his place and reached below the table and turned the lever. He had watched the red fluid level slowly dropping as he had applied his own blindfold.

That lever and release under the table was counterweighted, designed to slow the flow and then close altogether as the blood in the bowl drained. This group would not replace all of the liquid, but only about three-quarters. A bell sounded as the lever closed, the signal for the sacrifice to begin. And so it had, with the chanting. The man immediately to Merwan Ma’s left took up the treated knife, reached forward, and cut his right wrist, then counted out the appropriate time, in cadence with the verse of the common chant, as his lifeblood dribbled down into the chalice. When the verse ended, the man passed the blade to the man on his left and the process was repeated.

And so on, until the knife came full circle, back to Merwan Ma. The attendant, his right wrist crisscrossed with lines and lines of scarring, finished his duty stoically and efficiently, then reverently placed the blade back on the table.

As the song finished, Merwan Ma lifted the blindfold off of his head and looked down at their work. Some blood had spattered outside of the great goblet, as usual, and the level wasn’t as high as it should have been, though it was well within the marks of tolerance inside the chalice. Had it not been, then the sacrifice would have been declared void and one of the men gathered about the table would have been killed and replaced, with only the attending Yatol and Merwan Ma exempt from that fate.

But the sacrifice was acceptable, the level of red fluid more than sufficient to hold the sacred goblet until the month had passed and the next sacrifice ensued.

Merwan Ma nodded at the handiwork—he’d have to come back in later and clean up the sacred vessel, of course, but other than that, the duty was done. With perfect precision wrought of months and months of practice, he took up the hand of the man on his left and led the group, joined as one line, out of the room.

In the anteroom, as soon as the door was closed, the others pulled off their blindfolds and tightened the bandages on their wrists, congratulating each other on a job well-done.

The exception, as usual, was the one Yatol in attendance. The older man looked to his wrist first, securing the bandage, but then, as he did after every sacrifice, he glanced at Merwan Ma.

The attendant saw little fondness in that look. Many of the Yatols were not fond of him, allowing their own jealousies to overcome their dedication to their religion and their god. He was not a Yatol, after all, not a priest, and yet, when the Chezru Chieftain went to his reward, Merwan Ma would, in all practicality, become the most powerful man in all of the Chezru domain. He would be the initial selector of the new God-Voice, and would have full voice at the ensuing council of confirmation. He would then oversee the early years of the chosen child’s life, and while he would then have no voice in Yatol formal policy, it would be his voice most often heard in the next chosen God-Voice’s ear.

Some of the Yatols were not pleased at this arrangement. Merwan Ma had even overheard a pair of particularly obnoxious priests mumbling that in times long past, a Yatol, the highest ranking of the order below the Chezru Chieftain, had served as attendant, and not a mere Shepherd.

Merwan Ma took it all in stride. He had been selected, for whatever reason, and his duty was clear and straightforward. He could not allow petty human frailties and emotions to deter him from his duty. His calling was to God, through the words and edicts of the God-Voice, his beloved Chezru Chieftain. It was not his place to question, nor—he reminded himself then and there—was it his place to accept or internalize the expression the attending Yatol was now sending his way. That look reflected that man’s weakness, and it was not a weakness that Merwan Ma meant to share.

He ushered the group out of the anteroom, then went back into the sacred room, consecrated cloth in hand, and reverently wiped clean the sides of the Chezru Goblet, satisfied that the sacrifice of blood that day would secure the goblet and the health of the church for the next month.


Chapter 3
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Walking with Purpose

BRYNN AND JURAVIEL RODE IN VIRTUAL SILENCE FOR MANY DAYS AFTER THEIR fight with the goblin band. Despite Juraviel’s cutting words and sound reasoning, Brynn could not let go of her anger toward the elf for what he had done to her, for what he had forced from her. For he had made her kill, had taken her out of their way so that she could feel her blade sinking deep into the heart of an enemy, so that she could smell spilled blood and see the stains, so that she could witness death at her own hands, horrible in a way that she had never known. Brynn Dharielle had witnessed much death in her early years in To-gai, after the coming of the Behrenese. She had witnessed the murder of her parents—from afar, but close enough to hear the screams. Nothing could be more terrible than that!

But this last experience was troubling and horrible in a different way. This time she had been forced into the role of assassin, and the smell of blood and the screams had come to her of her own doing, and with a sizable amount of guilt attached.

Belli’mar Juraviel had done that to her, and his justifications rang hollow in Brynn’s ears as the pair made their way along the southern trails. For more than a week, they went about their duties with hardly a word exchanged. They each knew what was expected of them, in setting the camp and preparing the meals, and in keeping watch throughout the night. Every now and then, Juraviel would offer a friendly comment, but Brynn usually just deflected it with a grunt or a halfhearted chuckle.

Things began to warm again between them the second week. When Juraviel offered a sarcastic or teasing comment Brynn started to give him back one of her own, and by the end of the second week, the pair had even traded exchanges longer than single sentences.

“The Belt-and-Buckle,” Juraviel said to her near the end of the third week after the goblin fight, when Brynn walked Diredusk up beside him. They stood atop a ridge that had sloped up gradually from the forest, but dropped off dramatically before them. Below, the forest spread wide and thick, and, far to the south, they could see the jagged outline of distant mountains.

Far distant, and Juraviel was quick to dampen the brightened look that came over the woman. “Do not be deceived. The mountains of that range are more huge than anything you can imagine.”

“I came through them once,” Brynn reminded. “And I walked their southern slopes.”

“When you were a child, so many years ago that you hardly remember the truth of their scope.”

“I saw them every day when I was a child, and from much closer than this vantage point!”

“Indeed,” Juraviel replied. “Much, much closer. We can see them, and each day they will seem a little taller. But just a little, and by the time we actually reach them, they will tower so high above us that they will block out the sun itself. Our road is far from finished.”

Brynn looked down at the elf, who stood staring to the south. To her surprise, her irritation at Juraviel’s words could not take hold. No, Brynn appreciated Juraviel at that moment, more so perhaps than she had since their departure from Andur’Blough Inninness. Only then and there, standing with their goal somewhat in sight and yet still so far away, did Brynn truly understand the sacrifice that her mentor, her friend, was making for her. He was giving up months and months, years even, away from his home and kin, and for what? For no personal gain that Brynn could see, however much Lady Dasslerond preferred the To-gai-ru over the Behrenese. When Juraviel returned home to Andur’Blough Inninness, if he managed to stay alive throughout the war and return home, the daily routines, the daily joys and sorrows of his existence would not be dependent upon whether or not Brynn had prevailed in To-gai. What did it truly matter to Juraviel and the Touel’alfar whether the To-gai-ru or the Behrenese ruled the windy steppes of that far-distant land?

And yet, here he was, uncomplaining, traveling beside her, leading her to her destiny.

Brynn stooped a bit and draped her arm across Juraviel’s small shoulders. He turned a curious expression toward her, and she smiled in response and kissed him on the cheek, and then, when he returned her smile, she nodded, silently conveying her appreciation, silently explaining to him—and she knew that he understood—that she at last understood and appreciated that she could not possibly make this journey without him.

That was the truth that Brynn Dharielle realized, standing there on that warm afternoon, the southern breezes blowing through her dark, silken hair. And as she had grown on that day of her dark epiphany, when she had learned what it was to kill, so she believed that she had grown even more this day, the day of her second epiphany, the next stage of her maturation along the road to her destiny.

A good leader understood her enemies.

A better leader understood, and appreciated, her allies.

The days blended together, but with each dawn Brynn noted that the mountains did indeed seem taller, if only just a bit. She tried to put it out of her mind, for she was becoming as anxious as if those mountains were not just the landmark that would lead into her land, but marked the very steppes of To-gai itself.

One day on the road, with Brynn leaning forward eagerly, her body language speaking clearly to the fact that she believed her final goal was already in sight, and almost in hand, Belli’mar Juraviel threw a bit of cold water over her.

“It is good that we make the foothills of the Belt-and-Buckle before midsummer,” he said casually. “For then we have a chance, at least, of finding our way through the divide before the winter snows begin.”

Brynn’s expression as she turned to regard him was one of curiosity and confusion.

“For winter will come early up in those high passes,” Juraviel explained. “Oh, down here, amidst the trees and this far south, I doubt the snows ever pile very deep, or indeed, if it ever snows at all. But note that the caps of the mountains are still encased in snow, though summer nears its midpoint. I suspect that we will not have to climb very high, and not very late into the winter season, before we find the passes fully blocked.

“Of course, that is assuming that we even find a pass,” he finished grimly.

That last sentence had Brynn’s eyes widening tellingly. “You do not know the way through?” she asked, almost with a gasp. “But you were there—or your people were—barely a decade ago! When you rescued me from the Chezru! Surely the Touel’alfar have not forgotten the way already!”

“Lady Dasslerond was the one who rescued you,” Juraviel explained. “She has ways, with her gemstones, to travel great distances quickly. When she had you in tow, though you remember it not, she and her attendants lulled you to sleep, then used the power of the emerald stone to turn a hundred miles into a short walk.”

“Then why didn’t Dasslerond do the same thing now?” Brynn demanded. “We could have saved weeks of travel! And the mountains would be no barrier, while you sit there telling me that we might not even be able to get through them!”

“The road is preparation for the trials at its end.”

Brynn snorted, obviously not impressed with that argument. “And what do we do if we cannot find a way through the mountains? Do we sit in their shadows and share dreams that we know cannot come true? Do we turn back for Caer’alfar and beg Lady Dasslerond to do that which she should have done before?”

That last statement brought a glare of disapproval that reminded the young ranger that there were boundaries concerning the Touel’alfar she should not cross.

She pressed on anyway, but in more reserved tones, trying to justify her outrage. “My people are enslaved. Every day that we tarry is another day of misery for the To-gai-ru. The revolution could be taking place by now.”

Belli’mar Juraviel chuckled and shook his head, and Brynn, thinking that she was being mocked, narrowed her brown eyes.

“If Lady Dasslerond had summoned the power of the emerald and placed you within a To-gai-ru village enclave, do you believe that you would have stepped forward and simply taken control?” the elf asked. “By what declaration would you have been named as hero and leader?”

“By the same declaration I must use, I suppose, when at last we arrive in To-gai,” came the sarcastic response, and Brynn added under her breath, “If we ever arrive in To-gai.”

“If we find no way over the mountains, then we shall turn east along the foothills, all the way to the coast, to the city of Entel, where we will secure passage to Jacintha easily enough.”

Brynn knew the name of the second city, Jacintha, and understood the extent of the hike.

“Jacintha,” Juraviel said again. “The seat of Behrenese power. The home of the Chezru Chieftain who rules the Yatols.”

Predictably, Brynn’s expression became one of intense anger.

“You are worldly in many ways,” Juraviel said to her. “And yet, in many others, you know so little of the wide world. Perhaps that is our fault, but we are, by need, a reclusive people. So, instead of begrudging the delays in returning to To-gai, consider this journey, and the one far to the east that we might well have to make, as a continuation of your training, as preparation for the trials you will soon enough face.”

Brynn stared at Juraviel long and hard, but she had heard the words clearly, and could accept that explanation to some degree. She reminded herself that the Touel’alfar had rescued her from a life of certain slavery, an existence that would never have led to the possibilities spread wide before her. She reminded herself that the Touel’alfar had trained her in the arts she would need to make an attempt to lead her people. In light of all that history and training and friendship, Brynn suddenly felt very foolish indeed for so severely questioning Belli’mar Juraviel!

She looked down and gave a self-deprecating chuckle, then said, “Perhaps I have spent too much time in the company of Aydrian.”

She glanced back up as she finished and saw that her words had indeed brought a smile to the elf’s fair face.

“Aydrian will find his own way in the world, I doubt not,” Juraviel replied. “But his temperament would never have proven suitable to the task you have at hand. You are a warrior, but foremost you are a diplomat, a leader with words above the sword, an inspiration through courage and …” The elf paused, raising a finger into the air to signify the importance of his point. “An inspiration through wisdom. Without the second quality, you will lead your people into nothing but disaster. It will take more than force to pry To-gai from the grasp of Behren, my young friend. It will take unparalleled courage and cunning, and will take a leader so elevated that her people will die for her willingly, gratefully. Do you fully appreciate the gravity of that position?”

Brynn suddenly found it hard to draw breath.

“Do you truly understand that you will one day order your warriors into battle, knowing that many of them will die on the field?”

Breathing didn’t get any easier.

“Do you truly understand that you may have to turn your army aside, knowing full well that in doing so you will leave a To-gai-ru village unprotected, and that the Behrenese will likely take out their anger against your insurrection on that unprotected village? Perhaps your actions will lead to more children watching their parents die—or even more horrifying, will lead to some parents watching their children die. Are you ready to take that responsibility, Brynn Dharielle?”

She stood there, trembling, unblinking.

“Is the potential cost worth the gain?”

That last question grounded her again, tossed aside the images of potential horror and clarified the potential victory. Victory for To-gai meant only one thing, in truth, but to Brynn Dharielle, that one thing outweighed all the pain and all the deaths.

“Freedom,” she whispered, her teeth clenched tightly.

Belli’mar Juraviel stared at her for a few moments, then nodded his approval.

She was learning.

Lozan Duk watched the curious couple sitting at the campfire that warm summer night in the rolling foothills of the Belt-and-Buckle, a mountain range that Lozan Duk’s people considered the very end of the world. Lozan Duk was not too concerned with the female, for though her skin was darker and her eyes a bit unusual in shape, she did not seem so much different from the other bumbling humans who every so often wandered into these lands.

But the other one, with his angular features and diminutive form …

At first Lozan Duk and his companion, Cazzira, had thought the second creature a human child, but closer inspection had nullified that viewpoint. He was no child, and indeed spoke in the tones of a leader. And more than that, this one had a set of features that neither of the onlookers could have expected: a pair of nearly translucent wings.

A branch to the side shuddered slightly as Lozan Duk’s companion returned, leaping through the boughs as nimbly as any squirrel might. “Debankan,” she said with a nod, confirming their suspicions that the wings were akin to those of a debankan, a butterfly.

The two hesitated, staring at each other, at a loss. Their histories told of only one race of creatures who sported such ornaments, the Tylwyn Tou, the elves of the day.

But those creatures, the Tylwyn Tou, had receded into the oldest memories of the Tylwyn Doc. To many of the younger people, they had become no more than legends.

Was this, then, a legend come to life? For the diminutive creature down by the campfire surely resembled the Tylwyn Doc, with his deceivingly delicate stature and his angular features, except that his hair was light, where the Tylwyn Doc had hair almost universally black. And his skin, though creamy, seemed somewhat colored by the sun, where the skin of all the Tylwyn Doc, creatures who rarely if ever ventured out from under the nearly solid canopy of their forest home of Tymwyvenne, was milky white.

“Tylwyn Tou?” Cazzira asked, echoing Lozan Duk’s thoughts exactly.

“And what does that mean?” Lozan asked with a shrug.

Normally, the procedure for dealing with intruders was fairly straightforward, and certainly of uniform intent. No reasoning being who wandered into the realm of the Tylwyn Doc, the Doc’alfar, would wander back out. Intruders were given to the peat bog.

Lozan Duk looked back down at the duo, particularly at the curious creature who seemed in many ways a mirror image of himself, and wondered.


Chapter 4
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Details, Details

THEIR BICKERING WAS BECOMING MORE THAN AN ANNOYANCE TO YAKIM DOUAN.

“The pirates must be handled more delicately!” yelled Yatol Peridan, the highest-ranking priest of southeastern Behren, the land known as Cosinnida—and a man well known to be in league with many of the notorious coast runners. The argument that he was now making in Jacintha—that the crackdown Yatol De Hamman had imposed along his section of the coast, the area north of Peridan’s territory and just south of Jacintha, was unreasonable and dangerous for security—almost had the Chezru Chieftain laughing aloud. How transparent this one was! Yakim always got a good chuckle out of Peridan’s antics; he had only appointed the man as a Yatol because Peridan had done a fine job in getting valuable marble up to the palace in Jacintha for recent improvements.

“The pirates must be handled!” Yatol De Hamman countered angrily. “Leave it at that. You call for delicate handling because you fear for your own purse!”

Yatol Peridan’s eyes widened at the blunt accusation, but Yakim Douan was paying more attention to the other seven priests, who were sitting back and watching the rising conflict with obvious amusement. The only analogy the Chezru Chieftain could draw upon at that moment was that of a group of youngsters, encircling a pair that had squared off, calling for them to fight.

Yes, this was more than an annoyance. Yakim Douan wanted to begin the time of Transcendence, wanted a new and younger body. But how could he leave the Chezru flock so vulnerable when it was in such disarray, when even the Yatols, the supposed leaders of the Chezru, were bickering amongst themselves? The verbal sparring between Peridan and De Hamman continued to escalate dangerously, until finally the Chezru Chieftain slammed his fists down on the round whitewood table and rose so forcefully that his chair skidded out behind him.

“Do you use the pirates, Yatol Peridan?” he asked, the bluntness of his question drawing gasps from all in attendance. It was one thing for a pair of priests to spar and accuse, but something altogether different for the Chezru Chieftain, the God-Voice of Yatol, to ask a question with such implications.

“God-Voice, how can you ask me …” Yatol Peridan stammered clumsily.

“Exactly as I have asked you,” Yakim Douan replied with all calm and confidence. “Do you use the pirates, for your own gain or for the gain of the church?”

Peridan continued to squirm, obviously seeking an escape, but Yakim Douan fixed him with a withering glare—a look perfected over the centuries, a look that allowed no possibilities of dodge here.

“The pirates have tithed to my church, yes, God-Voice,” Peridan finally admitted, lowering his eyes. The other priests all looked to each other with concern. Peridan’s admission was not news to them, of course, for everyone there knew the truth of Yatol Peridan’s relationship with some of the most notorious thugs sailing the coastline. But to hear the admission openly, in front of the Chezru Chieftain, was no small thing!

Yatol De Hamman sat back and crossed his arms over his chest, seeming quite pleased with himself.

“And you have used this … tithing, for the betterment of your church and flock?” the Chezru Chieftain asked, and all eyes looked at him then with continued surprise.

“I have,” Yatol Peridan answered enthusiastically after the shock of the question had worn off. “And I have spoken with many of the pirates about their activities, God-Voice. I try to alter their behavior. I seek to channel their strengths into the betterment of all.”

“They are killers!” Yatol De Hamman cried out. “Killers all!”

He started to spout on, but Yakim Douan held up his hand, halting the man. “You speak truly, Yatol De Hamman,” the Chezru offered. “And I hold little sympathy for those pirates your warships have sent into the depths of the dark waters. But as they are killers, they are also an inevitability. The pirates have run their catamarans across the coral reefs and away from Behrenese warships for centuries. They have always been there and will always be there. Accept that truth, and you will come to understand that Yatol Peridan’s profiting from the pirate activities is beneficial to the Chezru.”

“Bless you, God-Voice,” Yatol Peridan started to say.

“But,” Yakim Douan said sternly, lifting his pointing, accusatory finger Peridan’s way, “do not confuse the issue. You complain that Yatol De Hamman is sinking pirate ships, and thus sinking your profits, but to do so shows a disregard for the needs of Yatol De Hamman. How is he to rule his flock effectively if they do not believe that he can be trusted to protect them? So come not to Jacintha with complaints that your fellow Yatols are upholding the laws, Yatol Peridan. Come not to Jacintha with complaints that your temple will not be layered in gold.”

Yatol Peridan again lowered his eyes. “Yes, God-Voice.”

“And for the rest of you, find some insight!” Yakim Douan went on. “There are unpleasant inevitabilities to society, much as we see with the pirates off our coastline. We try to diminish these unpleasantries, indeed, but we are not wrong to find gain from them. As for you, Yatol Grysh,” he said, referring to, and looking to, the Yatol of the northwesternmost reaches of Behren, who presided under the shadows of the great mountains and the plateau along the borderlands of To-gai, in the great Behrenese city of Dharyan. Grysh, a bald, heavyset man with sleepy eyes who noticeably lacked any chin, was, in effect, Yakim Douan’s principal sheriff over the conquered To-gai-ru. The Yatol who had done the conquering, Tohen Bardoh, had been so brutal in his tactics that Douan had been forced to pull him back from the steppes. There were other Yatol priests in To-gai, of course, but they were either quick-promoted and expendable, eager young men, lifted from the ranks of the Shepherds and sent to the wilderness of the steppes, or they were of To-gai-ru descent, traitors to their own people, who obviously, therefore, could not be trusted by the Chezru Chieftain. That left Grysh, a cunning and often callous man, the perfect liaison to handle the savages of To-gai.

“There are many, many bandits running just west of your domain, are there not?” Yakim Douan asked the large man.

Yatol Grysh blinked sleepily, smiled, and nodded.

“Do you not find a way to tap into their growing resources?” Yakim Douan asked slyly.

Yatol Grysh, who was easily the most confident and self-assured of all those gathered, excepting of course Yakim Douan himself, merely smiled and nodded again, his demeanor drawing a chuckle or two from the others seated about the table.

“Inevitabilities,” Yakim Douan said to them all. “We cannot achieve perfection of our world. This is the teaching of Yatol. Perfection is to be found in an existence beyond this mortal realm. We know of this, and so, while we cannot be publicly tolerant of such behaviors or risk losing our hold, I applaud a Yatol wise enough to turn unpleasantness into gain.”

He finished with a pleading look toward Yatol De Hamman.

“Yes, God-Voice,” the humbled priest said, and though he offered one disapproving, even angry, look toward Yatol Peridan, he lowered his eyes obediently, giving Yakim Douan at least the hope that this troublesome business had been settled.

And how Douan needed it settled! If the rivalry between De Hamman and Peridan continued to escalate, it would likely come to a head during the time when the Yatol Council, and not Yakim Douan—for he would be in a woman’s womb, or in the body of a small child—would be holding power in all the church. De Hamman and Peridan would no doubt be strong voices in that council, as strong as any, and if they went to war with each other, the church Yakim Douan inherited at the age of ten would be in complete disarray.

If he even was able to inherit the church, for such infighting could destroy the customs that now allowed for such a transition.

A weary Yakim Douan walked away from the contentious meeting sometime later, feeling satisfied that he had put the beast back into its cage, at least for the time being. He would have to reinforce the lessons he had given to the two troublesome Yatols many times over, he knew. And if he could not find a compromise that seemed binding, he would have to hold on to his earthly coil—would have to suffer the aches in the morning, would have to suffer the uninterested looks the harem girls gave to him when they didn’t think he was looking—for a long time to come.

The tired Chezru Chieftain knew that his day was only going to get busier when he saw Merwan Ma rushing down the long hall toward him, the young man’s face bright with excitement.

“God-Voice,” Merwan Ma breathed, sliding to a stop before Yakim.

The Chezru managed to straighten his shoulders and eye the young man squarely.

“Master Mackaront of Entel has come to speak with you.”

Mackaront, the personal assistant of Abbot Olin of St. Bondabruce, was an Abellican monk of great power and Yakim Douan’s principal liaison to the northern kingdom. The Chezru Chieftain did well to offer a slight smile and nod in response, did well to hide his trepidation upon hearing the name of the unexpected visitor. If Mackaront had come south with more bad news—that Abbot Olin had died, perhaps—it could put yet another tear in the carefully drawn plans for Transcendence.

“I will meet with him in the Study of Sunset,” Yakim explained to his assistant, and he walked past, turning down the next corridor.

He heard Merwan Ma’s eager footfalls, sandals clapping on mosaic floors, and hoped again that the news from the north would not bode ill.

Master Filladoro Mackaront was surely one of the ugliest men Yakim Douan had ever met. His face was cratered and blotchy, his nose bulbous and seeming almost to glow with painful rawness. His brown eyes drooped and his teeth were all broken and twisted. As if all that wasn’t enough, several huge warts adorned Mackaront’s head and neck, including one cracked black-and-brown blemish in the center of his high forehead.

“It is good to see you again, God-Voice of the Yatols,” Mackaront said with a bow. The man spoke perfect Mohdan, the predominant language of eastern Behren.

Yakim Douan motioned for him to sit in a chair to his left, with both seats facing the window, which afforded a wonderful view of sunset over the western-stretching Belt-and-Buckle. Yakim Douan had placed them this way purposely before Merwan Ma and Mackaront had caught up to him, partly because he enjoyed watching the glorious sunsets, but mostly so that he would not have to sit facing his ugly guest. He liked Mackaront quite a bit, actually, but he didn’t want to look at the man!

“Pray tell me that my friend Abbot Olin fares well.”

“Indeed, God-Voice,” Mackaront happily replied. “Abbot Olin remains strong and well, his eyes clear.”

“And his mind sharp.”

“Yes, God-Voice!”

Yakim Douan did turn then to regard the ugly master from St. Bondabruce, noting how the man’s lips could not sit straight on his face because of the jagged teeth beneath. He wondered, and not for the first time, if that physical ugliness had been the catalyst for Filladoro Mackaront to join the Abellican Church. The Abellicans, after all, frowned upon any relationships between brothers and women—mostly because the powers of the Abellican Church wanted to make certain that no widows or children were left behind to claim any inheritance over Abellican property or wealth!—so it seemed plausible that entering the Church offered Mackaront the excuse for the obvious truth that no woman would ever want to share his bed.

“Why do you call me that?” Yakim Douan asked the Abellican, quite off the cuff. Behind him, he heard the sharp intake of Merwan Ma’s breath.

Mackaront looked at him curiously.

“In your religion, I am not such a God-Voice, am I?” the Chezru Chieftain asked. “We worship different gods, do we not? We assign different meanings to greatness, and yet you address me by the title normally reserved for my personal attendants and visiting Yatol priests. Are you prepared to convert to the true religion of Yatol, Abellican Master Mackaront?”

Mackaront’s droopy eyes widened considerably at that remark, and he started shaking his head, his crooked lips moving as if he were trying to find appropriate words with which to respond.

“Or are you merely being polite?” the Chezru Chieftain asked with a grin that allowed both poor Mackaront and Merwan Ma to sigh with relief.

“God-Voice,” Mackaront began tentatively, and he quickly corrected it to, “Chezru Douan, I am sent with all humility from my master, Abbot Olin of St. Bondabruce.”

Yakim Douan didn’t even hide his smile. He liked the way lackeys like Mackaront always reverted to the formalities of station when they were backed into a corner.

“I intend no offense to you,” Mackaront went on. “Never that. I offer you the respect afforded your position, using titles you have earned among your people.”

“Earned?” Yakim Douan said with a chuckle. “I was born to this position. There was nothing to ‘earn,’ because this was all decreed by Yatol, by God himself. Do you not understand?”

Master Mackaront’s expression could not have been more stupefied. He understood the reasoning, of course, for he was well versed in the customs of the Yatols. What had him stunned beyond words here, Yakim Douan knew, was the Chezru’s tone and insistence, this whole line of questioning—a conversation that Yakim Douan knew to be out of bounds.

“I am not qualified to debate the relative beliefs and strengths of our religions, Chezru Douan,” Master Mackaront said after a few uncomfortable moments.

Yakim Douan’s laughter had the man leaning back defensively in his seat.

“Nor should you wish to enter such a debate,” he said lightheartedly. “Nor do I ever desire such a course. Our worlds are very different, Master Mackaront. Abbot Olin and I have understood that for years, and that understanding has been the cornerstone of my friendship with your abbot for decades. We accept each other’s beliefs, with humility and respect, though I know that he, and you, are wrong.”

Mackaront frowned; Yakim Douan watched his every flinch and movement, taking a measure for every step along this tricky road. He wasn’t sure why he had decided to pursue this course this day. It was almost a replay of the conversation he had shared with young Abbot Olin soon after the man had ascended to the leadership of St. Bondabruce, a necessary understanding before the two men could pursue an honest friendship.

Yakim Douan came to recognize his own instincts then. When he had heard of Mackaront’s visit, he had at once assumed that Olin might have died. Thus, his instincts had sent him into this unexpected conversation, one that might lead him down a road of friendship with Master Mackaront, Abbot Olin’s possible successor. Better for Yakim Douan, for the end of this corporeal incarnation and for the early years of the next, if Master Mackaront of St. Bondabruce came to a higher understanding and appreciation of the Yatol religion.

“I know you are wrong because I am the God-Voice of Yatol,” the Chezru Chieftain explained. “As your Father Abbot Agronguerre knows that I … that we,” he added, sweeping his hand out toward Merwan Ma, “are wrong in our beliefs.” Yakim Douan gave a shrug, as if it didn’t really matter. “Your Abbot Olin understands this. What we, together, have come to know is that, though our beliefs are very different, our goals are not so much so. Pious Abellicans are closer to Yatol than the highwaymen of your lands, as pious Yatols should be far more welcomed into the gates of your heaven than the unlawful pirates running the Behrenese coastline.”

Yakim Douan glanced back at Merwan Ma as he spoke, noting how the man’s eyes widened! Of course they did, and if Yakim Douan had not trusted Merwan Ma implicitly to keep this conversation private, he never would have spoken in such a manner with the man present. For the formal and public declarations of the Yatol religion were quite clear concerning the Abellicans. Their gemstone use alone damned them! To the Yatols, the gemstones were the instruments of the demon dactyls, and by that reasoning, “pious” Abellicans should have been placed at the end of the line for those seeking to enter the Paradise promised by Yatol.

While Merwan Ma was obviously confused and stunned, Master Mackaront seemed to ease back into his seat, a bit more relaxed. Yes, Yakim Douan saw, and was glad: the seeds were being planted well.

“Enough of philosophy,” the Chezru Chieftain announced. “You did not come here for such a discussion as this, I am sure, and my time is pressing. What news from Abbot Olin?”

Master Mackaront spent a moment collecting himself, clearing his throat and snorting a few very unpleasant sounds. Yakim Douan tried to ignore the man, looking back out to the west and the long line of mountains.

“Abbot Olin bade me come to Jacintha to tell you that Father Abbot Agronguerre’s health has turned for the worse,” the man from Entel explained. “He is very old and very frail, and a College of Abbots is expected within a year or two.”

“And does Abbot Olin expect to ascend to your highest post at that College of Abbots?”

“He does. He has rivals, of course …”

“That is why our ascension is placed in the hands of God, and not mortal man,” Yakim Douan couldn’t resist interjecting.

Mackaront bristled and coughed, but worked past the remark. “There is one master at St.-Mere-Abelle who will strive hard against him. And another, perhaps, a younger man, but one who was fortunate enough to find himself beside the disciples of Brother Avelyn, whose miracle rescued the kingdom from the rosy plague. That man is not ready, of course, but the emotions are high and favorable toward deceased Brother Avelyn.”

“Ah yes, the wandering heretic who blew up a mountain and defeated the demon,” Yakim Douan said with just a hint of sarcasm. “Who raised his dead arm toward the heavens and invoked the miracle you speak of, bringing down the power of God to create a mystical cure for the plague that ravaged your land.” The Chezru Chieftain resisted the temptation to point out that this supposedly God-cured plague should logically be considered a God-sent plague. And if that was the case, then why hadn’t God visited this horror upon Behren and the heathen Yatols?

For mortal men, such questions could bring great distress, but for Yakim Douan, who had lived through the centuries and who planned on living forever more, such questions were the stuff of pure amusement.

Not now, the Chezru Chieftain silently told himself. Not here and with this man.

“How much of a threat does Abbot Olin perceive from this young follower of Brother Avelyn?” he asked.

Master Mackaront shrugged and seemed content with the change of subject. “Young Abbot Braumin should not pose too great a threat. He is not a dynamic man, of himself, and it is only his ties to Avelyn’s disciples—one martyred, the other held in the highest regard of all the land, Church and State alike—that even allows his name to be seriously mentioned. It is more the other rival, a powerful Master of St.-Mere-Abelle, and thus, sitting at Father Abbot Agronguerre’s right hand, who concerns Abbot Olin, and he will have to wage a strong campaign if he is to defeat the man.”

Wage a strong campaign, Yakim Douan echoed in his mind. The words were telling indeed, and explained much about Master Mackaront’s visit.

Abbot Olin had come begging.

“Abbot Olin is prepared to wage such a battle,” Mackaront went on with great enthusiasm. “He understands the great gain to both our peoples if he can ascend to the position of Father Abbot while Yakim Douan is hailed as Behren’s Chezru Chieftain. Perhaps then our respective flocks can mend old wounds in a way that kings and ambassadors have never envisioned! Perhaps the bonding, then, of Jacintha to Entel will strengthen the ties to a point where few would ever consider war between our peoples ever again!”

“Entel?” Yakim Douan asked skeptically. “Why, Master Mackaront, if your Abbot Olin ascends, will he not be forced by custom to move to the north, far from his beloved Entel, to the dark halls of St.-Mere-Abelle?”

“Perhaps,” Mackaront responded, his momentum a bit deflected. “Abbot Olin has spoken of moving the Abellican seat of power to Entel.”

“Old traditions die hard.”

“Or, even if he is forced to move to St.-Mere-Abelle, he will ensure that St. Bondabruce and St. Rontlemore of Entel are headed by men who understand the growing relationship between our peoples. Abbot Olin wishes me to assure you that his loyalties to you as his friend will not end—”

“Of course not,” interrupted Yakim Douan, who had heard more than enough. “And please, when you return to Entel, assure your master that I am no less loyal than he. Though I suspect you will not even have to speak the words when Abbot Olin views your cargo.” As he finished, he stood up and turned for the door, and an elated Master Mackaront was quick to take the cue.

As Mackaront bowed and turned to leave, Merwan Ma rushed ahead of him to open the door.

“Return to me at once,” Yakim Douan instructed his assistant, and then he turned to Mackaront. “I will instruct good Shepherd Ma on how properly to prepare your wagons.”

“You are most generous, God-Voice,” the overwhelmed Mackaront said with another clumsy bow.

Yakim Douan just smiled and showed him out of the room, nodding to Merwan Ma, a signal for the man to hurry. Then, comfortably alone, the Chezru Chieftain returned to his seat and his wonderful view, awaiting Merwan Ma’s return and taking this quiet moment to reflect on all of the events happening about him, all of those circumstances that would determine when he could at last shed his aching mortal coil.

“I do not understand, God-Voice,” came Merwan Ma’s voice behind him sometime later, startling Yakim from a pleasant nap. He jumped a bit and turned, and Merwan Ma blanched at the realization that he had just wakened the Chezru Chieftain.

“My pardon …” he stammered, and bowed repeatedly, heading for the door.

“I prefer that my attendants are not blabbering fools,” Yakim said to him, stopping him cold. “Do not act the part of one, Merwan Ma. It is not becoming.”

“Yes, God-Voice.”

“What did you say when you entered?”

“I said that I do not understand,” Merwan Ma repeated. “Master Mackaront left here in fine spirits.”

“As I intended.”

“Of course.”

“Then what is not to understand?”

“All of …” Merwan Ma started, but he stopped and just shook his head, seeming quite flabbergasted.

“You are surprised that I would help to finance Abbot Olin’s ascension?”

“That is the business of the Abellicans, and something whose effect should end at the mountain range, God-Voice. I do not understand why we would choose to get involved. I know that Abbot Olin is your friend—”

“My friend?” Yakim gave a heartfelt laugh. “No, he is not my friend. Or at least, I would not call him my friend—except, of course, to those who need to hear such assurance, such as Master Mackaront. Abbot Olin and I have an understanding.”

“And a mutual respect?”

“He respects me, as he should. We recognize the gains that may be made from our contact. He has things that benefit Behren, and I have things that benefit Honce-the-Bear. Such as my wealth, you see?”

“Yes, God-Voice,” Merwan Ma said unconvincingly.

Yakim Douan gave yet another laugh. “Surely you can recognize the benefit to us in having a man such as Abbot Olin seated in power over the Abellican Church. Entel is an important sister city to Jacintha, a way of trading for goods that are hard to secure south of the mountains. Most of the wood within Jacintha, including the great masts for our fleet, was brought here by Entel ships, as were many of the delicacies that we enjoy regularly at our table.”

“I do understand.” Again, Merwan Ma was not very convincing and seemed to be quite upset.

“But you know, as well, that it is not our place to help the Abellican heathens, and that is what troubles you,” the Chezru Chieftain reasoned. Merwan Ma didn’t respond verbally, but his expression showed Yakim Douan that his guess had been on the mark.

“In friendship and in trade will we infiltrate the kingdom to the north with the word of Yatol,” Yakim Douan explained. “We know that we are right. We know that our faith is strong and that the Abellicans err in their devotion to gemstones. And we are secure that they, too, will come to see the light that is Yatol. The more they see of us, the more our true faith will mock their pitiful religion in the eyes of the Abellican flock.”

Merwan Ma was standing straighter by that point and nodding eagerly, and Yakim Douan understood that he had settled this matter for good. Of course, he didn’t really believe much of what he was preaching. He knew that any who watched the transition from Chezru Chieftain to the next chosen child would be stunned, would likely fall on their knees at the sight of the “miracle.” But he knew, too, that the crafty Abellicans were pretty good at manufacturing miracles of their own, and given all the stir concerning the upraised hand of the dead Avelyn and the way that it “miraculously” cured the deadly plague, Yakim Douan knew that it would be a long, long time before many Abellicans even thought to change their spiritual course!

But still, he did want Olin to ascend, did want allies within the northern kingdom, men who would not put any pressure on Behren during the time of Transcendence, and men who, through trade and gifts, would make his life a little bit more pleasurable in the next incarnation.

“Our relationship with the Abellicans will prove of utmost importance in the crucial time that will soon be before us,” Yakim Douan went on, and as Merwan Ma’s eyes widened, just a bit, the Chezru Chieftain recognized that an urgency had crept into his voice.

A burst of laughter from Yakim mocked the attendant’s fearful expression. “All is in place, and you know your duties.”

“Are you not afraid?”

Yakim Douan waved the question away with such confidence that Merwan Ma’s shoulders slumped. “We will not travel this circular path again, my young companion, nor will I tolerate your continued lack of faith.”

Merwan Ma stepped back and lowered his eyes, and Yakim Douan was touched by the moisture rimming those brown orbs, touched that the very pious young Shepherd was so concerned about him.

He walked over and draped an arm across Merwan Ma’s shoulders, giving a slight tug to jostle the man from his slumping posture.

“I will be reborn, and you will be there to watch over me, until we are again united,” the older priest said. “The word of Yatol is, in this case, literal. I know this because I have been reborn time and time again, and so, no, my young friend, I am not afraid. And after you witness the great Transcendence, after you hear the words of consciousness spoken from the mouth of the babe, you will rest easier at night, in full confidence that Yatol is with us, every step of the way.”

He coaxed a smile from Merwan Ma, then hustled the man out of the room. The sun was almost down behind the western-stretching line of the Belt-and-Buckle and Yakim Douan wanted to enjoy the sunset alone.

He was asleep again before darkness engulfed the city.


Chapter 5
 [image: ]

Conflicting Responsibilities

“WHAT IS IT?” BRYNN ASKED JURAVIEL, FOR THE ELF WAS UP AGAIN FROM HIS SEAT before their small fire, pacing the small clearing they had selected for that evening’s camp.

Juraviel stared out into the dark forest for a moment, then just shook his head. “There is something …” he tried to explain.

“I feel it, too,” said Brynn. “A scent in the air … like death.”

Belli’mar Juraviel turned to regard her, considering her words. He could sense something, some feeling about the forest, a bit of a hush, perhaps. Perceptive Brynn had put a proper label to it, though she wasn’t exactly right.

“Not death,” he corrected. “Decay. There is the smell of decay in the air, like old logs rotting on the ground.”

“There are many dead logs about us.”

Juraviel shook his head again. “No, this is different,” he explained, but he couldn’t quite find the words. It was as if there was a wetness in the air, heightening the scent of decay, though the week had been dry and there were no streams or swamps or ponds about that could account for the odor.

What might it be?

“It is getting stronger,” Brynn remarked a few moments later, and she rose and moved near to Juraviel, who still stood on the perimeter of the encampment, at the edge of the firelight, staring out into the dark woods.

It was indeed getting stronger, Belli’mar Juraviel understood, and since there was no wind, that had to mean that the source of the smell was growing or moving closer. Soon Juraviel had to twitch his nose, so full was it of the scent, and only then did he recognize it for what is was.

“Peat,” he explained, and even as the word got out of his mouth, he choked it off and turned suddenly, his attention caught by a flicker of movement out in the forest.

“Peat?” Brynn echoed curiously, scratching her head, and Juraviel realized that she didn’t even know the word. No time to explain it to her now, though, for something—or perhaps several somethings—was moving out in the dark.

The elf bent lower and crept out a bit farther from the light, his keen eyes scanning the forest. Another movement caught his attention to the side, then another back the other way. He actually caught a silhouette of this last mover. Too big to be an elf, powrie, or goblin, he realized with a bit of relief. It had appeared much the same size as a human man, but stood up very straight and walked stiffly, barely bending torso or legs.

“Go back by the fire,” he instructed Brynn. The elf’s first instinct was to tell her to put out the fire, but he realized it was far too late for that, that the light of the flames had already shown whoever or whatever was out there the location of the camp. “Stoke it up, and keep your bow ready by your side.”

“What do you see?”

“Go,” the elf repeated, and as Brynn started away, Juraviel slipped into the cover of the brush. Likely these were humans, frontier huntsmen and trappers. Or perhaps they were outlaws, chased out of civilized lands. Either way, Brynn and Juraviel would be better off if the elf was out of sight.

Sitting back by the fire, Brynn Dharielle seemed the picture of calm, and indeed, there was little nervousness about the confident young woman. She was a ranger, elven-trained, and whatever Juraviel had seen out there in the darkness, she was confident that she and he could handle it. Her hand closed about the smooth, burnished darkfern wood of her elven-crafted bow, its rich and dark hue crossed by thin lines of the silverel metal that the towering darkferns leached out of the ground.

Yes, Brynn believed, she and Juraviel could handle anything they might expect out there.

But what walked into the light of the encampment a moment later was certainly nothing that either Brynn or Juraviel could have ever expected!

It looked like a man, a Bearman of Honce-the-Bear, but it was covered in a muddy substance that made Brynn think of the rich and rotting mud she had seen under the edge of mossy carpets after a heavy spring rain. Straight and stiff, the intruder was more than a foot taller than Brynn. His clothing, too, was filthy, soaked with the mud, and was torn in several places, and his eyes …

Yes, those eyes! When Brynn looked into them—or rather, at them—a shudder coursed down her spine. She saw the firelight reflected there, but not in any sparkling gleam. No, the eyes of this one showed no life, no inner spark at all.

They were dead eyes.

“What do you want?” Brynn managed to ask, and she rose fast, bringing her bow across in front of her, an arrow ready in her other hand. “Who are you?”

The man, the zombie, didn’t respond in any way, just kept moving toward her, and now Brynn was backing to keep pace, to keep the distance between them. She heard movement behind her, though, out in the forest, and knew she didn’t have far to retreat.

“Stay back!” she warned, fitting the arrow and lifting the bow before her.

The intruder continued its calm approach.

“Last warning!” shouted Brynn, drawing back and taking deadly aim.

“It is inhuman,” came Juraviel’s quiet assurance from above. “Shoot it!”

And as the creature came another step forward, Brynn did exactly that, letting fly, her arrow smacking into the intruder, right between the eyes.

The creature flinched and missed a step, wavering off to the side. But that was just a matter of the weight and momentum of the missile, a horrified Brynn realized, for the creature, seemingly uninjured, soon righted its course and calmly came on.

Brynn had another arrow up and away in the blink of an eye, this time aiming lower and putting her shot right through the creature’s heart. Right through it went, and out the other side, drilling a hole through which came a greenish, milky substance.

The intruder passed the fire then, and Brynn scrambled to the side, fitting yet another arrow.

“What is it?” she cried out, but no voice came back in response.

“Who are you?” she demanded, but the creature just continued to pursue her, walking slowly and deliberately.

She let fly again, and again after that, scoring hits that would have dropped any living man, but again, to no apparent effect.

Brynn turned toward Diredusk, thinking to flee.

She gasped in horror and froze at the sight, for the pony was surrounded by more of these foul-smelling intruders, these undead creatures of her nightmares.

But they couldn’t have her horse! Never that! With a snarl and a flick of her wrist, Brynn unstrung her bow, the solid wood straightening into a deadly club. Seeing Diredusk in trouble, whinnying and stomping its hooves, even kicking one of the creatures to launch it back into the brush, washed away Brynn’s fears for herself. Staff spinning and twirling, she charged in, coming up short before one turning zombie. She fell to one knee as the staff came around, transferring all of her running energy into that perfectly aimed swing.

With a sickening thud, the staff smashed against the side of the zombie’s head, leaving a huge and grotesque dent. The creature rocked to the side, skipping on one foot several times. But it did not fall over, showed no sign that it was feeling any pain, and came on again.

Brynn let out a cry and smashed it again, the squishy head flattening a bit more, and then, when that didn’t work, the ranger retracted the weapon, repositioned her hands, and stabbed its end straight out, smashing the creature, which was offering absolutely no defense at all, square in the face.

The head snapped back. The zombie moved forward.

Again, Brynn hit it in the face, then lower in the exposed throat. Then she brought the staff back in and turned it over in her hands, spinning and spinning. Around it went, behind her back, coming out into her other hand for another strike, then going back around the other way and coming in hard from the other side, again scoring a square and brutal hit.

The zombie’s head lolled as if without any support. As Brynn leaped aside, the creature continued forward, arms reaching and outstretched, as if it couldn’t see her. She took up her staff in both hands as it passed and, just because she wanted to, took a mighty swing and smashed the passing zombie on the back of the skull, sending the head into a bobbing motion.

The zombie started to turn toward her, but just toppled over to the ground.

Brynn didn’t even watch the descent, leaping into the pair of creatures grabbing at Diredusk’s flank. She landed between them, both hands set firmly on her staff, and jabbed it out left and right, and then again, scoring two wicked hits on the zombies’ heads.

Diredusk whinnied and bucked, kicking out with both hind legs, splattering the chest of another zombie and launching it into a short flight through the trees. The pony landed and bucked again, throwing its head, spinning and leaping.

Brynn went with that movement, made her way past the pony’s shoulders and head, to the tether, which she quickly undid.

“Go! Go!” she cried to Diredusk, and the pony, bucking and leaping, dragging two zombies with it, charged off into the forest night.

Tears streaked Brynn’s face, and she was glad, at least, that Diredusk had a chance to get away. For herself, though, there seemed no such escape, walls of zombies were coming at her from every direction. She growled away her fears and charged the nearest group, staff stabbing and swinging mightily, scoring splattering hit after splattering hit. Twisting and dodging, Brynn somehow got through that line and seemed for a moment to be running free.

But more zombies moved before her, and one of those behind, toppled by her burst of speed, grabbed on to her ankle with a grip inhumanly strong.

Brynn wailed and stumbled, stopped in her tracks, but managing, at least, not to fall over. She spun back on the grabbing zombie and punished it with a series of smacks all about its head, frantically bashing and bashing.

Others closed all about her.

The zombie on the ground lay very still, seemingly back in the realm of death where it belonged, but still it held on stubbornly, its fingers locked about Brynn’s slender ankle. She kicked and twisted, stomping the wrist with her free foot.

But then she had to alter her attacks, as the other zombies descended over her.

High in the boughs before the zombies ever entered the encampment, Belli’mar Juraviel put his bow to work, the string humming as the elf launched arrow after arrow into the circling mob of intruders. Unlike Brynn, Juraviel had understood the nature of this perversion, the undead state of the intruders, right away, and so he did not hesitate at all, just set his small, but normally effective, bow to its work.

He had half emptied his quiver before he even realized that the arrows were having absolutely no effect.

With a groan of frustration, Juraviel leaped and fluttered down to a lower branch, just above the heads of the zombies. Intent on Brynn and on Diredusk, the horrid creatures seemed not to notice him, and so the elf waited and quietly moved from limb to limb until he came to one creature relatively isolated from its undead companions.

Down slashed the small sword, cutting a deep gash in the zombie’s head.

The zombie stopped and looked around stupidly.

Juraviel slashed it again, and then a third time, in the face, as it at last looked up.

Showing no pain, the zombie reached stiff arms up for the nimble elf. Juraviel wasted no time in slashing one hand, then the other, taking off a couple of fingers. Greenish pus flowed from the stumps, and Juraviel could smell the disease. He backed off a few skittering steps and, apparently realizing that it could not reach him, the zombie clamped both arms about the branch and began pulling itself into the tree.

Juraviel saw his opening and didn’t hesitate, leaping right to the spot on the branch between the zombie’s arms, taking up his sword in both hands and slashing it down with all his might, cleaving the zombie’s head right down the middle. He retracted the blade immediately, brought it back around to his left, then in a circular motion up over his head and back down to the right, driving it in hard against the side of the zombie’s head, creasing all the way to the gash of the great downward cut.

A huge piece of head fell away, but the zombie kept pulling itself up.

Eyes wide with disbelief, Juraviel transferred his horror into power and slashed away with abandon.

The zombie slowly turned and looped one leg over the branch, and Juraviel promptly slashed and slashed at that limb until it, too, fell free of the body. Down tumbled the undead monster, holding on with just one hand.

Juraviel cut that hand away.

The creature fell to the ground and tried to rise, but just fell over again and again.

Watching it struggling, but not lying still, Juraviel knew that this fight could not be won. The creatures were not difficult enemies, one at a time. But the sheer amount of punishment they could take ensured that no fight against the mob would be one against one for any amount of time.

“We must flee!” Juraviel called out to Brynn, as he ran along the branches, trying to find his companion. Diredusk’s frenzy cued him in, and he ran toward it until horse and woman were in sight.

Brynn’s work was nothing short of magnificent, a tribute to the woman and the training of the Touel’alfar. Juraviel watched her bow-staff swinging this way and that, coming in for a sudden clutch and stab, then working back out for a devastating smash. Or at least, it should have been devastating, for it would have felled a living opponent.

He watched Brynn shift her tactics to more effect, watched her drop a zombie with a brilliant combination, watched her free up Diredusk and send him galloping off into the forest night.

That was all-important to her, Juraviel knew, and he managed a slight smile despite the terrible situation. For the To-gai-ru, the bond with their mounts could not be underestimated. A To-gai-ru would risk her life gladly in an effort to save her horse.

Again Brynn worked brilliantly against the closing horde.

Juraviel realized then that he should not simply be standing there in the safety of the boughs, watching her, that he should rush down to her side!

But, despite that realization, the elf did not explode into motion, did not move at all toward his young ranger friend.

Because Belli’mar Juraviel understood the truth of it, understood that he and Brynn could not win out and could not escape. Or at least, that the woman could not get away.

His heart torn, Belli’mar Juraviel chewed his bottom lip, his hand grasping his sword so tightly that his knuckles whitened. He wanted to go to Brynn, wanted to fight beside her and die beside her, if that was the ultimate ending. And he would have done that, he knew in his heart, would have willingly given his life for her.

But he could not.

For this horror, this atrocity, held implications beyond the lives of Belli’mar Juraviel and Brynn Dharielle, beyond even the failure of returning Brynn to To-gai to try to lead her people in revolt against the Behrenese. This horror, a perversion of life itself, held implications that went right to Caer’alfar and Juraviel’s people. His duty was clear to him, though it was a duty that burned his heart. His duty was to his people above Brynn, was to return with all speed to Caer’alfar to report to Lady Dasslerond, to warn the Touel’alfar of the grotesque army that walked the southern night.

The elf watched as Brynn was borne down to the ground by a mob of zombies, the stubborn woman fighting all the way.

Juraviel turned his back and started away, picking a course along the higher boughs that would take him far from the scene of horror and send him running on his way back to the north.

The elf stopped before he had gone three strides.

No, he could not do this. Despite his heritage, despite the Touel’alfar code that elevated his people to the highest regard and placed all of the other races, including humans, including human rangers, far below, Belli’mar Juraviel could not leave Brynn to her fate.

As the woman had done for Diredusk, so Juraviel did for her, turning back and half-flying, half-leaping from limb to limb and then from limb to the back of one zombie, his small sword thrashing violently.

He managed to get that one creature off the woman, then rushed into two of the others, slashing wildly and forcing them back, creating enough of an opening for Brynn, who was still fighting fiercely, somehow to climb back to her feet.

She held her staff out horizontally before her, hands widespread on its solid shaft. She punched out, left and right repeatedly, forcing two zombies back, then went out with a stab hard to the right, crushing the face of a third.

“There is no escape!” she cried out, as Belli’mar Juraviel came up behind her, so that they were back-to-back.

“Then die well,” the elf calmly replied.

And so they tried to do just that, as the walls of zombies closed upon them, sword and staff flailing wildly, tirelessly, brutally.

They had several of the creatures down soon after and had forced their way back toward the encampment, back toward the fire.

Juraviel found the new weapon first, grabbing up a flaming stick and thrusting it into the nearest zombie’s face. A puff of smoke carried with it a sickening smell, but the torch had much more effect than either sword or staff, igniting the creature. Juraviel worked frantically to keep its burning arms away.

The zombie beside it began to burn as well.

“A torch! A torch!” Juraviel yelled, hope creeping back into his voice.

Brynn reacted quickly, throwing her staff into the nearest creatures to make them hesitate, then spinning back to the fire and trying desperately to find a torch. She burned her hand as she grabbed up one long stick, but ignored the pain and spun about, thrusting the flaming end right into the eye of a zombie.

And so the tide of battle turned, briefly, as zombies fell back from the flames. One toppled, fully ablaze, and then another.

But even so, Juraviel and Brynn knew that they could not win out against so many, for their supply of firebrands was limited indeed, and would fast exhaust itself.

“Cut through one line and run away!” Juraviel instructed.

Brynn nodded and turned to move beside the elf, but then stopped suddenly, feeling a burning sting in the side of her neck. She reached up, her expression curious.

“Brynn?” Juraviel cried.

The woman exploded into motion, coming forward again, thrusting her brand into the face of one zombie and driving it back.

But then Juraviel watched as her movements unexpectedly and inexplicably slowed, as her arms drooped.

“Brynn!” he cried again, slapping his torch to the side, then leaping out the other way as the zombie went up in a blaze of fire.

Juraviel turned just in time to see Brynn tumbling down, zombies falling over her, thrashing and punching.

He could not get to her, could do nothing to help her!

Now Juraviel knew that he had to escape, to flee to Caer’alfar with this horrible news. He turned a complete circuit, his outstretched torch forcing the mob back. He ended the turn by throwing the torch into the face of one creature, then leaped straight up, his wings fluttering to carry him to the boughs.

He almost made it, but one zombie caught him by the ankle.

Juraviel fought against it, his little wings flapping frantically. But elven wings were not meant for flight. They were meant for enhancing leaps and breaking falls, and the zombie’s grip was too strong and unrelenting.

Juraviel felt himself spinning down to the side, then swinging about fast.

He saw the tree right before the zombie smacked him into it.

Dazed and on the ground, Juraviel’s thoughts were for Brynn, and for his own failure in coming back to her. He should have flown off immediately for the north. His duty to the Touel’alfar demanded it.

But what of his duty as a friend?

He saw Brynn, then, briefly, lifted from the ground by a zombie and thrown back down hard, while others fell over her limp form, kicking and punching, though she was offering no resistance at all. She appeared to Belli’mar to be dead already.

He kicked and thrashed, trying to break free. He scrambled away as soon as he felt the grip relent, climbing to his feet and taking two quick strides.

But he was tackled, then he was punched, and, finally, half-conscious and helpless against the rain of blows, he saw another creature, this one fully engulfed in flames, coming toward him.

In his last flicker of consciousness, Juraviel felt fortunate that one of the other zombies smashed him into blackness before he felt the burning flames.

Belli’mar Juraviel knew no more.


Chapter 6
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The Iron Hand of Yatol

THE LONG CARAVAN SNAKED ITS WAY ACROSS THE BROKEN BROWN CLAY. IT APPEARED like a giant centipede, its torso a long line of camels and covered coaches, its legs the flanking soldiers riding tall horses. In the middle of that center line, in the largest and most lavish coach, Yatol Grysh sat back in his cushy seat, complaining about the heat constantly, though he had several attendants, all beautiful young women, fanning him and patting his brow with moistened towels.

“I do so hate this,” the Yatol said repeatedly. “With the To-gai dogs, there is never any rest from my duties.”

The two of his four attendants who were of obvious To-gai-ru descent, with their softer and straighter hair and almond-shaped eyes, didn’t flinch at the remark, having long ago gotten used to Grysh’s demeaning manner.

“It will calm the outposters,” said Carwan Pestle, Grysh’s advisor Shepherd, and the sixth and final person in the wide coach. “They fear that the thieves grow bolder by the day.”

The caravan had been barely out of Jacintha, making its way along the southern shadows of the Belt-and-Buckle toward Dharyan, the town controlled by Yatol Grysh, the seat of his power in northwestern Behren, when couriers from Temple Yaminos of Dharyan had caught up to them, informing the ruling Yatol that the thieves of the Corcorca region of To-gai, just west and south of Yaminos, always a thorn, had become even more active. That, of course, had unsettled the outposters, the Behrenese emigrants who had begun to settle outside the old Behren-To-gai border.

Yatol Grysh had campaigned for those settlements, to the Behrenese people and to Chezru Douan, figuring that his job would become all the easier as the Behrenese settlers gradually began to civilize the wild To-gai-ru. But the early transition was proving to be something of a trial for the lazy man.

Thus, Grysh had diverted his caravan to the south and ridden right past Dharyan, determined to enter Corcorca with his two hundred escorting soldiers, a contingent that included a score of fierce Chezhou-Lei warriors. He’d teach the dogs. Though there weren’t all that many miles separating Dharyan from the To-gai region, it was a difficult trek, with the wagons bouncing along a narrow, rocky, steeply ascending trail, up to the higher elevations of the To-gai plateau. Yatol Grysh did not enjoy the several days of discomfort.

Grysh leaned back and looked out his window at the wide and barren landscape. In the distance to the north, he could see the towering peaks of the mountain range that had been a backdrop to his home for his entire life. He wanted to be back under their cooling shadow, in the temple that was his palace, full of luxuries and sweet foods, of clean baths and beautiful and dutiful women.

But Yatol Grysh understood that the only way to ensure the continuation and safety of his precious palace was to rule these eastern stretches of To-gai with an iron hand. He hated the To-gai-ru, with their barbaric, nomadic ways. He hardly considered them human.

Grysh looked at his To-gai-ru attendants and smiled lewdly. He did like their women, though.

“The people of Douan Cal near completion of their wall?” he asked Carwan. Douan Cal, named after the Chezru Chieftain, was the largest and most important of the Behrenese settlements, and also the one most plagued by the rogue To-gai-ru bandits.

“They work tirelessly, Yatol,” Carwan replied. “But their life is difficult. Water must be carried far and crops constantly tended. Their hunters have not learned the way of the local game yet, and thus often return without food. They are not many, but still, they work as they can, whenever they can, at cutting the blocks for their encircling wall.”

“Have they not enough To-gai-ru servants to complete the work?”

“Many have left, Yatol. The To-gai-ru traditionally wander to the foothills in the summer season.”

“And many, it seems, have wandered to the nearby desert, to come forth whenever it is convenient to steal from our people.”

Carwan nodded. “Life is difficult,” he said somberly.

Grysh sat back and stared out the window, considering the new responsibilities that had befallen him since Chezru Chieftain Yakim Douan had decided that the time had come for Behren to “reclaim” its ancient province of To-gai. True, the subjugation of the To-gai-ru had provided many slaves for Behren, and a seemingly endless supply of the wonderful and valuable ponies so prized by the men of Honce-the-Bear. But Grysh, who witnessed the hardships of controlling the wild folk of the steppes on a nearly daily basis, still wondered about the wisdom of the conquest, still wondered if the bother was worth the gain.

For Yatol Grysh was wise enough to recognize that his people, the Behrenese, were not well suited for the trials of the cold wind and grassy steppes of brutal To-gai. How many years would it take the outposters to adapt? How many seasons would it take for them to come to understand the ways of the desert animals, the huge hares and spry deer, the giant and powerful chochunga buffalo?

But that was his charge from Jacintha, to continue to build new settlements, stretching farther and farther to the west, a supply line of small towns across the windblown stretch of grassland that separated the heart of To-gai from Behren, so that the assimilation of the wild To-gai-ru could begin in earnest. Yatol Grysh was more a pragmatic man than a religious one, but both sides of that conflict saw prudence in following the Chezru Chieftain’s edicts to the letter.

And so he had turned south and continued west, to the call of his people. Late that afternoon, as the summer sun began its descent behind the line of mountains, the call came back that the eastern wall of Douan Cal had been spotted by the point scouts.

“Continue on through the darkness, then,” Yatol Grysh instructed. “Have a rider go ahead fast to instruct the outposters to light guiding signal fires atop the highest point of their eastern wall.”

“It may be dangerous to travel after dark,” Carwan pointed out, but Grysh silenced him with a stern look.

“Then tighten the line and move the wagons into three side-by-side columns,” he instructed. He turned to his military commander, Chezhou-Lei Wan Atenn, who had personally delivered the news of the sighting. “You will protect us from the fierce To-gai-ru bandits, will you not?”

The Chezhou-Lei, proud and loyal, sat up very straight on his tall horse, staring at his Yatol with a frozen and determined expression.

“I thought so,” Yatol Grysh said, and he closed the window’s shutter, for the sun was descending, and on the steppes, even in summertime, it was amazing to Grysh how fast the air cooled, the scorching daytime heat dissipating to an uncomfortable chill.

Grysh slapped away the fanning ladies then, and motioned for them to huddle about his large form, using them as living blankets.

He wanted to be home, true, but Yatol Grysh was a man who knew how to take his comforts as he found them. Surely the ride that night was not so unpleasant.

The stories Yatol Grysh heard within the compound of Douan Cal were predictable. Bands of To-gai raiders had struck at the town repeatedly, taking their livestock, hurling curses and hurling missiles. None of the Behrenese settlers had been killed as yet, but several had been injured, including one old woman who had been hit in the head with a rock.

“What is your assessment of our enemy?” Yatol Grysh asked Carwan later on when they were alone—alone concerning anyone who mattered, for Yatol Grysh did not think enough of his serving wenches to bother watching his words around them.

“Young men,” Carwan answered after giving the question a bit of thought. “Teenagers, perhaps. The older To-gai-ru would have been more straightforward and more brutal in their attacks.”

“Because the older To-gai-ru would be fighting for more than livestock,” Yatol Grysh said, and Carwan nodded eagerly.

“The older ones once caused trouble throughout To-gai, fighting fanatically,” Carwan said. “They slaughtered entire villages without regard for the women or children.”

“Because the older outlaws—and praise Yatol that few remain alive—fought with the names of their gods on their lips,” Yatol Grysh explained, “they believed that their fighting and murdering was paving their road to whatever they envision as their heaven. Men who do battle in such a manner are always the worst enemies, my young student.”

“Like our own Chezhou-Lei?” Carwan dared to remark.

“And always the best allies,” Yatol Grysh finished with a sly smile. “And tell me, what are we to do about these raiders? Do you believe that we will find them in the open desert?”

Carwan leaned back and considered the problem. The outposters had become fairly competent at navigating this area of desert, by their own boasts, but none knew the region as did the To-gai-ru. There in Corcorca’s rugged landscape, valleys opened up unexpectedly at one’s feet and huge and towering mesas formed dizzying arrays of interlocking channels. Chasing the raiders about in that, their home ground, seemed a fool’s errand indeed.

“We’ll not catch up to them if we spend the rest of the season in pursuit,” Yatol Grysh went on, for Carwan’s expression made his feelings on the matter quite clear. “And likely, they’ll strike behind us at every opportunity, to embarrass us more than to cause any serious mischief. But in that inevitable embarrassment lies a danger, my student. Do you see it?

“We will turn a band of young thieves into a band of legends,” Yatol Grysh answered after only a brief pause. “And that legend will give the To-gai-ru of the region great hope that the veil of Behren will be lifted from their land.”

“Then what are we to do, Yatol?”

“The nomads’ latest encampment is not far from here,” Yatol Grysh explained. “We will pay them a visit on the morrow, I think, and see what we may learn.”

Something about the manner in which he said the words had the hairs on the back of Carwan’s neck standing up. Something about the set of his expression at that moment, a bit of a grin, perhaps, but more a smug and determined look, told Carwan that his master meant to see to this thorny problem with all efficiency.

Whatever the cost.

Most of the caravan remained behind at Douan Cal the next day, with Grysh’s coach the only wagon riding out. Surrounding the Yatol, though, was the whole of his military escort, along with a few men from Douan Cal who knew some of the nearby To-gai-ru.

Carwan Pestle rode with Grysh. He tried to start a few conversations at first, but it became obvious to him that his master was agitated and wanted to be left to his own thoughts. Carwan could guess what that foretold, for he had seen Grysh in similar moods, always before issuing a most unpleasant order. As Yatol of Dharyan, Grysh also served as principal magistrate, and so he was the one who ordered the executions of convicted criminals. It was not a duty that he seemed to enjoy, but neither was it one from which he ever shied.

Soon after midday, Carwan was leaning out of the coach window, peering ahead intently, for the call had come back that the To-gai-ru encampment was in sight. Carwan Pestle had never seen a To-gai-ru settlement, and he held a healthy curiosity toward these strange nomadic savages.

The wagon came over a ridge, the ground falling away gradually beyond, down to a wide and shallow river that meandered across the clay, the ever-eager flora of the desert springing to life about its inevitably temporary banks. A cluster of tents was set near one bend, the thin gray smoke of cooking fires lazily snaking into the pale blue sky. No horses were tethered within the camp that Carwan could see, but there was a fair-sized herd milling about. Above all else, the To-gai-ru were famous for their ways with horses, and Carwan could well imagine that this seemingly wild herd was far from untamed.

At least to the commands of a To-gai-ru rider.

The lead riders fanned out left and right, forming a semicircle about the camp, the only open route leading right into the river. With perfect discipline, the second line of twenty warriors, led by Wan Atenn, kicked their mounts into a thundering run, galloping right to the edge of the camp and forming a tighter, threatening perimeter.

Many cries of alarm came out to Carwan Pestle’s ears, and he noted that all of them were in the voices of women or young children.

A moment later, Wan Atenn signaled that the village was secure, and the driver cracked the whip on the draft horses and Yatol Grysh’s coach rambled down to the encampment.

Carwan Pestle peered intently all the way, as the small forms took on more definitive shapes, and he knew that his reasoning upon hearing the cries was correct. There seemed to be no adult men in the encampment.

Wan Atenn rode up beside the window. “It is safe, Yatol,” he reported.

“No weapons shown?”

“Only the young and the old and the women,” Wan Atenn explained.

Carwan Pestle turned a curious expression on Grysh. “Perhaps the men are out on a hunt.”

“Indeed,” the Yatol replied slyly. “But it is well-known that the To-gai-ru hunt early in the morning. Only early in the morning.”

“But—”

“So if they are indeed out on the hunt, then what, my young friend, might they be hunting?”

Carwan sat back and stared at the Yatol. He was beginning to get a very bad feeling about all of this, his stomach turning over and over. The coach came to an abrupt stop and Carwan was quick to the door, throwing it open and leaping out, then turning about and rolling out the retracting stairs for his Yatol.

Grysh came out slowly, allowing Wan Atenn to set his warriors in defensive posture about the small stairway. The Yatol paused on each step, his heavy head swiveling to take in all the sights: the many tents, the many small children peeking out from under the shadows of the folds.

“These people breed like hares,” he snickered, and he sighed. “Find out who is in charge of this wretched camp.”

Wan Atenn snapped to attention, then spun off, motioning for one of the Douan Cal men to come with him. Together, they went tent to tent, Wan Atenn saying something to the outposter, and the man translating it to the To-gai-ru.

Always, a shake of the head came back in response, followed by a more insistent bark from Wan Atenn and a more insistent reiteration from the outposter.

When that, too, brought no apparent acceptable response, Wan Atenn stepped forward and, with a simple and balanced twist and push movement, shoved the To-gai-ru to the ground, and the pair moved along.

“They are afraid,” Yatol Grysh explained to Carwan. “They do not answer because they know not what to say.”

“Your man, Atenn, inspires fear.”

“No,” Yatol Grysh replied. “They know not what to answer because the truth would damn them. The fools have not properly rehearsed their lies because they did not expect that such a force would come against them. Their hesitance is telling, do you see?”

“Yes, Yatol.”

“Do you?” Grysh asked again, more emphatically, turning to face Carwan. “Why are they afraid?” he asked when Carwan gave him his full attention.

Carwan knew the answer, but he chewed on it for a few seconds, not even wanting to speak it aloud, fearing the consequences. “Because they are guilty,” he said at last, and Yatol Grysh nodded slowly and deliberately, turning his head as he did, his eyes narrowing, to face the gathered To-gai-ru.

Carwan could not deny the logic of his claim, for it seemed obvious to him that this village was at least aware of, if not in league with, the bandits. But as he looked around at the gathering, frightened women and children, and a few old men staring out from the shadows, the word “guilty” just did not seem appropriate.

A commotion to the side caught his attention, and he turned that way to see a Behrenese warrior emerging from a tent, a young To-gai-ru man held before him, arm wrapped painfully and effectively behind his back.

“They say that their men are all out hunting, Yatol,” Wan Atenn said at that same moment, for the Chezhou-Lei warrior and the translator had continued the conversation to the side.

“All but one, it would seem.”

The soldier with the prisoner moved before Wan Atenn and threw the man at his leader’s feet. “A tunnel concealed within the tent,” he explained.

Wan Atenn nodded to a pair of soldiers and they ran off to the tent, disappearing within its folds without hesitation.

“Who is this?” Yatol Grysh said to Wan Atenn and the interpreter, and the outposter immediately turned to the To-gai-ru woman with whom he had been speaking and barked out a series of questions. The woman was slow to answer at first, but the outposter began screaming at her, the same question over and over.

She started screaming back, answering with such enthusiasm that her lie was easy for all to see, even for those who didn’t understand the To-gai-ru language.

Then it stopped, suddenly, the outposter and the defiant woman staring hard at each other.

“Where are the others?” Yatol Grysh calmly asked, and his translator echoed the question in the same tone.

“No others,” the woman answered, and both Carwan and Grysh understood the simple phrase before their man turned to explain.

“Where are the others?” Grysh asked again, in the same calm tones, and again, it was properly translated.

The woman responded exactly the same way, and as the outposter turned to Grysh, the Yatol held up his hand and turned to Wan Atenn.

“No trees to hang the prisoner properly,” he said. “Stake him.”

Carwan’s eyes widened with shock. “Yatol …” he started to say, but the look Grysh shot him clearly said that he was out of bounds.

Wan Atenn began barking orders, and in short order, the prisoner had been dragged to the side of the encampment and laid out, spread-eagled, staked down by his wrists and ankles. Every time he tried to struggle, a Behrenese soldier kicked him in the ribs.

The gathering of To-gai-ru screamed and jostled, but Grysh’s escorting contingent was more than able to hold them at bay.

At the next moment of calm, Grysh again nodded to Wan Atenn, and the fierce warrior, no novice to these techniques, fetched a torch from the fire his companions were preparing. Another soldier dutifully ran to intercept Wan Atenn, handing him a bulging waterskin.

A waterskin of lamp oil, Carwan knew. Carwan was at a loss, hardly able to draw breath, let alone speak a word of protest. A word that his unquestionable master did not want to hear, in any case.

He watched, fighting hard to hide his revulsion, as Wan Atenn stuck the torch into the ground between the man’s knees.

“Ask her again where the others might be,” Grysh instructed his outposter interpreter.

The woman, her eyes wide and unblinking, hesitated for a long, long time, then answered with the same words, though in a much more subdued tone.

Grysh nodded to his fierce Chezhou-Lei warrior, who immediately began splashing the lamp oil all over the staked man.

Then the Yatol turned to the woman, a wide smile on his face. “One last time,” he said, somewhat flippantly.

The woman looked away, and Carwan wanted to as well, but found that he could not, mesmerized by the sight of his master calmly nodding to Wan Atenn, by the sight of Wan Atenn, showing no emotion at all, as he grabbed up the torch and touched it to the oiled prisoner.

Carwan knew that the man was screaming, knew that the gathered To-gai-ru were screaming, but he didn’t really hear any of it. He was trapped by the vision before him, locked by horror and sheer amazement.

“Now,” he at last heard from the side, and realized that Yatol Grysh, who was motioning for him to follow to the coach, had likely called to him several times.

Carwan spun away and sprinted to the stairs, guiding his master up, then retracting the stairs and leaping into the coach, eager to close the door on the gruesome scene.

“Do as you will,” Yatol Grysh said to Wan Atenn, then ordered his driver to be off.

They all left then, except for the twenty warriors and their fierce Chezhou-Lei leader. For a long, long time, Carwan Pestle sat in the quiet coach, determined not to look back. Eventually, though, he did peek out.

The encampment was not in view, lost behind the sloping ridgeline, but several lines of smoke rose into the pale air. Not thin gray smoke, as from the campfires, but evil black snaking lines.

Carwan shuddered and fell back into his seat, trying hard not to throw up.


Chapter 7
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BELLI’MAR JURAVIEL WAS SURPRISED INDEED WHEN HE OPENED HIS EYES TO LOOK upon a strange, almost preternatural scene. A thick fog blanketed the ground, with dark patches of moss and muddy mounds showing sporadically. He was in a copse of trees, but they were all dead, black-armed, empty things, their crooked limbs snaking out like the last desperate limb-waving pleas of a doomed man. At first the elf saw no signs of life, but then he heard a groan, and managed with great effort to roll over.

Brynn stood there, or at least, hung there, her arms up high above her head, tied at the wrists to a thick, dead branch. Her head lolled about her shoulders and she kept trying to stand up straight—to take the painful pressure off of her arms, Belli’mar reasoned. Her legs would not support her, though, and she kept sagging, often uttering a groan as her arms straightened.

“Brynn,” Juraviel whispered. “Waken, ranger.”

She didn’t answer, so Juraviel repeated his words, more loudly and insistently.

Still no answer.

Not from Brynn. However, at the second call, forms rose up out of the fog. Hulking, stiff-limbed forms, rising silently and moving deliberately toward the pair.

Shaken by the gruesome image, Juraviel tried to stand, only to find that he was strapped down tightly to his makeshift cot, another dead limb, by a series of looped cords.

“Brynn!” he cried out. “Wake up, girl!”

The zombies moved methodically about the woman. One grabbed her about the ribs, and with seemingly no effort at all, lifted her into the air. A second zombie grabbed the woman’s arms and hoisted them back up straight, lifting the loop of the rope over the peg that was holding it.

Brynn started, suddenly awake, and her initial thrash broke her free of the zombies. But again, her legs would not support her, and she tumbled down into the mist, and as she tried to scramble away, the zombies fell over her, grabbing her, punching her.

Belli’mar Juraviel cried out to her repeatedly and thrashed about, to no avail. A few moments later, one of the zombies lifted the limp form of the young ranger into its arms, cradling her under the knees and shoulders, and started away on its stiff legs.

Juraviel continued to thrash, thinking that the undead creatures would come for him next. But to his surprise, they all continued away, a solemn and gruesome procession.

Juraviel fought hard to suppress his revulsion and collect his wits. What was going on here? As he settled, he realized that there had to be a higher intelligence about other than the zombies; they seemed unthinking creatures. But why, then, had both Juraviel and Brynn been tied up? Why hadn’t the creatures simply battered them both into the realm of death?

It made no sense to Juraviel, but how could it, after all? He had never seen an animated corpse before, had never even heard of such a thing!

The zombies and their captive disappeared into the fog, and Juraviel heard Brynn utter a plaintive cry, helpless and hopeless.

The elf sagged back, staring up into the dark sky. He noted only then, and curiously, that his perch had been made somewhat comfortable. A thick blanket was under him, between him and the gnarly branch. He craned his neck, trying to find some clues, but he could only see the edge of a wayward flap, nothing that offered him any information. Why had he been treated with some consideration, while Brynn had been mercilessly hung up by her wrists? And why was he still lying there, while his friend had been dragged away to some unknown horror?

Juraviel figured that he was about to get some answers—and likely none that he wanted to hear!—when a hulking form came up beside him, down by his legs, stiff arms reaching out to him!

Panic welled in Juraviel, but was soon overwhelmed by anger—anger at himself, mostly, for the elf knew then that he had done wrong in standing beside Brynn. He should have run off to report this atrocity to Lady Dasslerond; all of his people might be threatened now because of his miserable failure.

“Hefle!” came a shout, a word that sounded vaguely familiar to Juraviel. When the zombie halted and lowered its arms, the elf understood the word more clearly, for it sounded like an offshoot of the elven word “hefele,” which meant, “desist.”

Juraviel craned his neck again, straining to get a look at the speaker, and when he did, his eyes went wide indeed! For there, standing beside him, were a pair of creatures, a male and female, of similar stature to his own. Their hair was dark, black like a raven’s wing, and the eyes of the male seemed like an inky black pool, while the other’s were the lightest shade of blue, a stark and startling contrast to her black hair. They had no wings, as did the Touel’alfar, but their features were similarly angular and pronounced. Juraviel’s own skin had been tanned under the sun, but these two looked as if they had never seen the sunlight, their skin chalky white, almost luminescent in the gray fog.

The female started hurling words Juraviel’s way. Questions, he supposed, or threats, but the creature was speaking too fast for him to catch up to the meaning or the intent.

But then he did catch a word, “intruder,” and another, “thief,” and he was surprised indeed when he paused long enough to recognize that the creature was speaking to him in his own tongue! Or in a tongue that resembled that of the Touel’alfar, both in specific wording and in the various inflections that could be placed on any word.

The female continued to ramble, with Juraviel’s ears keeping pace with the flow of the words now, and the elf truly understood that the danger was far from past, that these two, and their kinfolk, apparently, were not pleased that he and Brynn had stumbled onto their land. The creature spoke of “the severest of penalties” for the human woman and mentioned that they might kill Juraviel instead of that worst of fates if he cooperated appropriately.

Finally, Juraviel had recovered his wits enough for him to look the rambling and outraged creature in the eye, and say, “We meant no harm.”

Both creatures fell back, their eyes going wide. The female stammered over a few syllables, while she trembled, with nerves, with rage, with … something.

“Who are you who know my language?” Juraviel said, trying to use inflections similar to those the creatures had used, though his tone was obviously far less confrontational.

The pair looked at each other curiously, as if trying to sort through the question. They each repeated the last word, “language,” several times, shaking their heads and wearing confused expressions.

Juraviel rattled off several synonyms and tried to explain what he meant, and the thought came clear to the pair.

“Who are you who know our … language?” the one with the dark eyes asked.

“Who are you?”

“Who are you?” the two demanded in unison.

Belli’mar Juraviel lay back on his branch and closed his eyes, trying to sort out the web of confusion and surprise. Could it be? the elf wondered. Was it possible? He took a deep breath, and answered, knowing full well that he was taking a great chance here, “Touel’alfar. I am Touel’alfar.”

“Tylwyn Tou!” the female cried, her bright eyes going wide, and her tone made it sound like an accusation.

Belli’mar Juraviel looked at her directly. If this was what he now suspected, then he certainly understood that tone. In times long past, the Touel’alfar and these creatures, the Doc’alfar, had lived together as one race. But the primary difference in the elves, the fact that some were adorned with wings while others were not, had caused strife among the people. Add to that a devastating disease that had afflicted the elves without wings for some reason, but not their cousins, and the elven peoples of Corona had been split apart, Touel and Doc.

Juraviel didn’t blink, but neither did he frown or show any intentions of intimidation. He was walking a fine line, he knew, balancing on a perch where a fall would cost him his life—and cost him any chance at all to save Brynn, if she was even still alive.

“Doc’alfar,” Juraviel said quietly, and as the elf mouthed the word, he became even more certain that he should have abandoned Brynn in the initial fight.

“Tylwyn Doc,” the male corrected, calmly, though his companion seemed as if she was about to leap forward and throttle Juraviel.

“Tylwyn Doc,” Juraviel conceded.

“And you are Tylwyn Tou,” said the elf with the bright eyes.

“We name ourselves Touel’alfar, but I accept Tylwyn Tou.”

“You accept?” the female said with a snort. “Have you a choice?”

Juraviel merely shrugged, or tried to, for his bindings were too tight for such movement.

“What is your name?” the male demanded.

“Belli’mar Juraviel,” he answered without hesitation.

“Where have you come from?” the female snapped.

Juraviel tightened his lips. “I am Belli’mar Juraviel,” he said again, aiming the words at the male, who seemed the more reasonable of the two.

The male Tylwyn Doc stared at him hard for a short while, then said, “I am Lozan Duk.” He paused and looked to his companion, as did Juraviel.

The Tylwyn Doc with the remarkable light eyes didn’t look at her companion, but continued to stare ominously at Juraviel. “Cazzira,” she said at length. “Know that your doom is named Cazzira, Belli’mar Juraviel.”

The elf’s question came out simply, “Why?”

Cazzira narrowed her bright eyes, her face tightening with anger.

“You have intruded where you do not belong,” Lozan Duk explained. “The Tylwyn Doc make no exceptions.”

Juraviel pondered that for a bit. “You routinely execute any who wander onto your land, though you have no warning markers to ward intruders away?”

“Warning markers would tell the world where we are, would they not?” Cazzira asked with biting sarcasm. “Perhaps we do not want the world to know.”

Juraviel lay back again, considering the words, trying to figure out what was going on, and what steps he might take, what words he might say to try to calm the situation.

“Where is my companion?” he asked. “Brynn Dharielle is her name. A ranger, trained by the Touel’alfar and returning to her home beyond the mountains. She poses no threat to the Tylwyn Doc.”

“She is being prepared for the bog,” Lozan Duk answered matter-of-factly.

“All humans are given to the bog,” Cazzira eagerly added. “We throw them in, and then our priests return them to us as slaves.”

A shudder coursed Juraviel’s spine. He pictured Brynn as one of those “slaves,” an undead monstrosity under the complete control of these creatures.

“We have not taken much of the land as our own,” Lozan Duk explained. “But that which is ours, we guard with all diligence.”

Those words rang true to Belli’mar Juraviel, for his own people held beliefs not so different. The Touel’alfar guarded Andur’Blough Inninness fanatically. They didn’t often kill intruders, because their elven magic, along with Lady Dasslerond’s emerald gemstone, could make those who wandered onto their lands forget the way. But if there was any doubt—if the intruder learned too much about the Touel’alfar, if a ranger, perhaps, failed in his training—then Juraviel knew that Dasslerond would not hesitate to kill the human.

Juraviel thought of Aydrian at that moment, for the young ranger had been walking a fine line for some time. Another shudder coursed through him.

“You cannot do this,” Juraviel said suddenly, hardly thinking before he blurted the words. He craned his head up again, staring at the two intently. He read Lozan Duk’s expression as one of sympathy, though Cazzira’s tightened features showed little understanding.

“There is a possibility here,” Juraviel went on. “How many centuries have passed since our peoples were torn asunder?”

“Since the Tylwyn Tou expelled the Tylwyn Doc from their lands, you mean,” Cazzira remarked.

“Who can know the truth of that distant past?” Juraviel replied. “Perhaps you are right—there was a plague, by all accounts. But whatever the truth, are we two peoples to be held prisoner by it?”

Cazzira started to respond, but Lozan Duk held his hand up before her. “This is not our decision to make,” he said. “King Eltiraaz will have much to say concerning your fate, Belli’mar Juraviel.”

“And what of Brynn?”

“She is for the bog,” Cazzira was quick to answer.

Juraviel shook his head defiantly. “Then that will be your error. And one the Touel’alfar will not soon forgive.”

“You threaten us?” asked the angry female.

“I speak honestly, and in the hope that this meeting need not be a tragedy. Brynn Dharielle—”

“Is a human, and we do not suffer humans who wander onto our lands to live!”

“Brynn Dharielle is a ranger,” Juraviel calmly went on. “She is not like others of her race. She has been trained for many years within the home of the Touel’alfar. She has been given an understanding of my—of our—people that elevates her above her sorry kin. My people have placed much faith and responsibility in her. I tell you this now so that there will be no mistaking the implications if you proceed. I want you to hold no misconceptions on this point. Brynn Dharielle is Touel’alfar in all but heritage, and we protect our own as fiercely as do the Doc’alfar.”

Cazzira was tightening her angular features throughout his speech, and she winced visibly when Juraviel referred to her people using the title of his people and not hers.

“Are we to learn from each other, or are you to sever all possibilities of friendship and alliance before they are ever explored?”

Lozan Duk looked at his companion, holding the stare until Cazzira tore her glare away from Juraviel and returned the look. Then, with a glance at Juraviel, Lozan Duk motioned for Cazzira to follow him a short distance away, that they could speak in private.

Belli’mar Juraviel lay back and tried to sort through the amazing turn of events that night, trying to discern his responsibilities. Had he erred in so forcefully protecting Brynn? Perhaps his duty to his people demanded that he try to save himself, whatever the cost to Brynn, that he could flee back to the north and inform Lady Dasslerond that the Doc’alfar were very much real and alive.

No, Juraviel decided. He would not sacrifice Brynn. Not for himself, not for anyone. He intended to get out of this, and intended to have Brynn right beside him when he did.

Lying there, cocooned by an unyielding rope on a tree branch and with a powerful zombie hovering over him, Juraviel had to admit that intentions were a far cry from reality.

“Tell the priests to await the judgment of King Eltiraaz,” Lozan Duk instructed Cazzira when they had moved away from their prisoner.

“His judgment concerning humans was rendered centuries ago,” Cazzira protested.

Lozan Duk looked to Juraviel, then back to Cazzira. “He must speak with this one before rendering his judgment over the ranger.”

Cazzira stared at him hard.

“You know that I am correct in this,” Lozan Duk replied. “King Eltiraaz would not be pleased if we proceeded after what this one has told us.”

Cazzira looked back at their prisoner, her hard look softening, and finally gave a helpless chuckle. “This is amazing,” she admitted. “A legend walks into our midst. Who can tell what that will portend for the Tylwyn Doc?”

“Or the Tylwyn Tou?” Lozan Duk added, nodding, and when he turned to Cazzira, he saw that she was nodding, too.

So many possibilities.

It hurt to move at all, but Brynn turned her head to the side and opened her eyes.

She was lying on her stomach, on soft and smelly ground. It was a cave, she realized, as she turned her head more to regard the light hanging on the earthen wall. Her gaze lingered there, for this was like no lantern the woman had ever seen. It had a short wooden handle and was capped by a glowing, blue-white globe, with no flames anywhere that Brynn could see.

She continued her scan as far as her aching neck and back would allow. Many, many small roots hung out of the walls and the ceiling, and it seemed to Brynn as if this whole place, however large it might be, had simply been torn out of the ground.

Brynn coughed, and her ribs felt as if they would break apart under the pressure!

Too weary and battered even to cry, the young ranger turned her face back toward the earth and slowly lowered her head back in place. She closed her eyes, wishing it was all just a nightmare, but knowing better. Knowing that she had failed, that she would not be the savior of her enslaved people.

Fitful dreams awaited her.

When the woman next opened her eyes, she was lying on her back, still bathed in the same bluish white light, and still in the small earthen cave.

“I thought that you would be more comfortable this way,” came a sudden voice, and Brynn started, then groaned from the pain. Her panic was gone by the time she winced through the agony, for she surely recognized the voice of Belli’mar Juraviel. Slowly and with great effort, the young ranger managed to turn enough to glimpse her mentor, who sat at the side of the room, not bound, apparently.

“They can animate the dead, but they have little in the way of healing magic,” Juraviel mused, and it seemed to Brynn that he was talking more to himself than to her.

“They?” she managed to say, and her lips were so dry and parched that they hurt to move.

“Doc’alfar,” Juraviel explained, coming over to her and putting a small waterskin to her lips. He poured, and Brynn tried to gulp the fresh water, but Juraviel quickly pulled it back.

“Not too fast,” he warned, bringing it forward and giving her another sip. “You have been asleep for a long time. If you drink too quickly, you will shock your body, to no good end.”

“How long?”

Juraviel looked around and shrugged. “Three days at least, I would guess, though time is not easy to measure in here.”

Three days, Brynn thought. But how had she and Juraviel escaped? And where was the pursuit, for how far might the diminutive elf have traveled with an unconscious woman to drag along?

Those questions swirled about in her thoughts for a short while, gradually blending in with the more general gray that seemed to permeate her thoughts, guiding her back to the realm of slumber.

She knew before Juraviel even told her that another day had slipped past. Brynn turned to the side, to where Juraviel had been—and still was—sitting.

“Ah, Brynn, you have returned to me.” As he spoke, Juraviel lifted the waterskin and came back to her, putting it to her parched lips.

“Help me to sit up,” the young ranger said after taking a few sips and then a few deep breaths—breaths that showed her that her ribs were far from healed.

Juraviel was beside her in a moment, easing her into a sitting position, then helping her to turn so that she could put her back against the wall.

“I remember getting hit,” she said after a lengthy pause. “I tried to fight back, but they were all about me. I tried …”

“You fought well, but the numbers were too great, and the creatures seemed nearly immune to our weapons.”

“How did we get out?”

Juraviel’s expression corrected her even before she had finished speaking the words. They had not gotten out of anything, and were obviously prisoners.

“What do they want of us? And what are they?”

“They—the ones who attacked us—were unthinking animations,” the elf explained. “Zombies raised as an army by the Doc’alfar.”

“Doc’alfar,” Brynn echoed, thinking that there was a familiar ring to the word, though she couldn’t place it.

“We have been through this all before,” Juraviel said to her. “Though I would not expect you to remember it.”

“Doc’alfar?” Brynn said yet again, for she understood the word to mean “the dark people,” as Touel’alfar meant “the fair people,” or simply, “the People.”

“In a time long past the longest memories of the eldest elves, there was but one race,” Juraviel explained somberly, his eyes staring to the side, as if looking across the miles and the centuries. “Touel’alfar, or Tylwyn Tou. Some had wings, some not, and most of those who had wings had hair of gold and light eyes, while most of those who did not had dark hair and dark eyes.”

“These are your cousins, then,” Brynn reasoned. She glanced all around. “And this is the home of …?”

“This is a prison, and nothing more.”

“But they are of the People. You are kin and kind. Why would they treat you—”

“Did I mention the banishment?” Juraviel remarked, somewhat flippantly.

“They’re going to kill us, aren’t they?”

Juraviel looked at her directly. “You, likely,” he confirmed. “They are not overly fond of humans, it seems.”

Brynn considered the undead force that had come against them, human zombies all.

“Though they may keep me alive,” Juraviel went on, “for information or for barter, if ever they should venture to find Lady Dasslerond and Andur’Blough Inninness.”

“Then we have to find a way to fight our way out of here.”

Juraviel shrugged and motioned to the side, to a dark hole in the floor, seeming barely wide enough to crawl into. “One tunnel, through which we’ll have to crawl, blocked at the one exit by a boulder and a host of zombies, to say nothing of any Doc’alfar who might be about. And I trust that my kin have not lost their proficiency in battle.”

Brynn’s shoulders slumped and her gaze fell to the floor. “I cannot die here,” she said. “Not now. My people are in need and I will not forsake them!” She finished with a snarl, but it was one, she knew, more of frustration than determination. For what could she and Belli’mar Juraviel do? They were overmatched, plain and simple, and so much so that there were no apparent options.

She wanted to punch the wall, and turned, meaning to do just that. But a thought came to her suddenly and her face brightened, and her hand unclenched and tore at the soft wall instead, pulling away a sizable chunk of root-filled earth. Brynn spun right about, ignoring the pain in her shoulder and ribs, determined to tear a tunnel out of the soft soil.

“Do not!” came Juraviel’s emphatic cry, and the woman stopped and turned back to regard him.

“The cave is not solid enough,” Juraviel explained. “Our captors understood how to build a prison properly here, and if we weaken the integrity of the walls, it will all fall in on us.”

Brynn closed her eyes, her ribs aching as she gasped in deep breaths, reconsidering her exertion.

“We are very deep,” Juraviel grimly added.

Brynn fell back over to a sitting position, her back against the cool, smelly mud. “What are we to do? To sit and wait, and pray for the beneficence of our captors?”

“How I wish I had an answer.”

And so they did just that, sitting and waiting, Juraviel’s mind whirling as he tried to come up with some manner of negotiation that he might use, should he get the chance, to get both of them out of there. Brynn sat thinking of her failure, of the loss to To-gai and the enslaved To-gai-ru. She would not be their savior, apparently.

Inevitably, the woman’s thoughts turned to her own mortality. What did it mean to die? Would her murdered parents be there at the end of the dark tunnel, as the shamans of To-gai claimed, ready to welcome her to the Great Hunt? Or would there be nothing at all, just an empty blackness, a cessation of existence?

Many times, the woman tried to bring her thoughts back to the situation at hand, tried to fathom some solution to the terrible dilemma. But she was dragged back over and over to the unavoidable contemplations of that greatest of mysteries.

Time slipped past; Brynn knew not if it was minutes or hours or days. She wasn’t hungry, and figured that trying to eat would pain her greatly, anyway. She just sat there and waited, and every so often, she glanced across the way to Juraviel, who sat cross-legged, his elbows propped on his legs, his chin in his cupped hands.

Time slipped past.

The sound of movement in the tunnel shook Brynn from a trancelike slumber some long hours later. The young ranger instinctively started to move, and quickly, to a defensive position, but a sudden stabbing pain in her side forced her back to her sitting posture, gasping for breath.

Juraviel didn’t move very much at all, just turned his head to regard the approaching sound. It wasn’t from weakness or pain, though, Brynn understood, but from simple resignation. They were beaten, and Juraviel had fully accepted that. If their captors walked Juraviel to the edge of a cliff, clipped his wings, and told him to jump, Brynn believed that he just might do it, and without complaint!

A covered pot was the first thing that came through the dark hole at the base of the wall across from Brynn, ushered forward by a pair of peat-covered, stiff-fingered hands. The zombie continued to crawl its way into the room, moving more like a worm than a bipedal creature. It set the pot down, then began to recede into the hole, moving slowly backward down the tunnel.

The perfect delivery system, Brynn realized, for the zombie would not panic in the tight tunnel and could take its time in leaving, inch by inch.

“What is it?” Brynn asked after the gruesome zombie was finally gone from sight.

“Food and water,” Juraviel explained. “You go first and take as much as you require. It has been far too long since your last meal.”

Brynn stared at the pot for a long moment, considering the pain in her ribs and the nausea it had created in her stomach. She didn’t want food, but she needed it, she knew.

Or did she? What was the point, if she was just to be executed anyway?

Brynn dismissed those dark thoughts before they could ever gain a hold, and crept forward and pushed the cover from the pot. In the dim light, she couldn’t make out much within the shadows beneath the lip, but her nose told her that it was merely bread—stale bread, she determined as she lifted it out—and a small flask of water. It was her first meal in four days, and it hurt too much for her to enjoy a single bite or sip of it. But Brynn forced fully half of the bread and water down, treating each bite as a small victory in her resistance against her captors, her determination to win out and get out.

Juraviel finished the food and drink with the same resigned manner as he had welcomed the zombie waiter.

Brynn just stared at him, trying to impart some fighting spirit. It occurred to her, only briefly, that Juraviel was taking such a passive attitude so that his chances of getting out alive would be heightened, even if his apparent determination not to fight back doomed his companion.

No, Brynn told herself forcefully. Juraviel was resigned because he believed that they had no chance of any substantive resistance.

She would have to show him differently!

The zombie returned after what Brynn estimated to be the turn of a full day. It put the new pot down and grabbed the old one, now serving as a commode, and started backing down the hole.

Brynn started to move, thinking to kill the undead creature while it was vulnerable in the tight passageway, but her expression betrayed her to her companion.

“Do not!” Juraviel commanded, and Brynn stopped and stared at him, then looked back to the zombie, which continued to back away mindlessly, oblivious to the threat.

“If you kill it, then it will lie stinking in the hole,” the elf explained, his tone flat and even. “Then we will have to tolerate the added smell of rot, and that I do not desire.”

Brynn sank back against the wall and gave a great sigh. “Are we to do nothing?”

“We are to eat,” replied Juraviel. “And more slowly this day, for they do not always replace the pot they take away on their rounds.”

The cycle continued day after day, and while Brynn’s ribs began to hurt less, she was weakening, not getting stronger, she knew. Their captors were apparently not novices at this business, for they kept the food and drink to an absolute minimum, gradually breaking down the strength and will of the prisoners.

Brynn knew not how many days had passed, and hardly took note when movement sounded in the tunnel. Even after the Doc’alfar emerged from the tunnel, it took the woman a few seconds to realize that this was not their usual zombie waiter!

“Belli’mar Juraviel,” the Doc’alfar greeted.

“Hail, Lozan Duk,” Juraviel replied, and Brynn’s eyes went wide with surprise.

“King Eltiraaz awaits you.”

Juraviel nodded and rolled up to his knees, and it took him a long while to steady himself. Brynn, too, started to move, but Juraviel fixed her with a stare and motioned for her to sit back, and Lozan Duk turned a threatening glare at her.

“You will have your chance to explain yourself to my king,” the Doc’alfar said to Juraviel. “This is your trial.”

“And am I to have my say to your King Eltiraaz?” Brynn boldly asked.

Lozan Duk slowly turned to regard her. “You have nothing to say, n’Tylwyn Doc.”

N’Tylwyn Doc. The word played over and over in Brynn’s mind, for she had heard a similar word many times during her tenure with the Touel’alfar, particularly in the beginning, when her training in the ways of the ranger, in the ways of the elves, was in its infancy. Many times, the Touel’alfar had called her n’Touel’alfar, a derisive term that meant, simply, that she was not of the People, of the important people, of the only ones who truly counted. There was some hope to be garnered here, in the fact that the Doc’alfar had not similarly referred to Juraviel. By pointedly using the phrase in regard to Brynn as the reason she would not be allowed to go along, he had, in effect, somewhat included Juraviel in his clan.

That hope was lost on Brynn as she slumped back against the wall, though, for the derisive title, n’Tylwyn Doc, sounded to her like the call of the executioner.

The two elves moved out of the room with far more ease and grace than had the zombie waiter. Brynn again considered moving, not to follow, but to attack their jailor, though she realized that she would likely have no chance against an elf in her weakened state. The only thing that held her back were the implications for Belli’mar Juraviel. Brynn was likely doomed, as Juraviel had admitted, but perhaps her friend would find some way to get out of this.

So she sat back against the cool wall and let the minutes slip into uneventful hours.

Juraviel followed Lozan Duk into a smaller chamber down near the exit of the earthen tunnel—which was still blocked, as far as he could tell—where Cazzira was waiting. Without a word from the female, and without a word of protest from Juraviel, the Doc’alfar moved and slipped a thick belt about Juraviel’s waist, tightening it down and pinning his wings, then buckling the front with some locking mechanism.

“You will not fly away, little bird,” Cazzira remarked as she fastened the lock, and Juraviel noted that the Doc’alfar word for “bird” was exactly the same as the word in his own tongue: marrawee.

“Do you believe that I wish to fly away?” he answered. “Perhaps this is a long-overdue meeting between the alfar, and fate has guided me to you for a reason.”

“Perhaps,” Lozan Duk said.

“Or perhaps it was simply bad fortune on your part,” Cazzira was quick to add. Juraviel maintained a nonchalant visage until the female added, “And even worse fortune for your n’Tylwyn Doc companion.”

“Come,” Lozan Duk instructed, seeming as eager to be done with this particular line of conversation as was Juraviel. The Doc’alfar crawled into the ascending tunnel then, Juraviel right behind, and Cazzira following a short distance back.

Soon after, Juraviel crawled out of the tunnel, but not into the light, though he was outside and the sun was up.

But not there. The fog was even thicker than it had been in the graveyard of trees by the peat bog, casting the place in a moist and perpetual gloom.

“King Eltiraaz has accepted your request to speak with him,” Lozan Duk explained. “You should be honored.”

“Indeed I am,” Juraviel replied with all sincerity. A twinge of guilt struck him as he responded, as he thought of Brynn and her likely fate. Still, Juraviel had to admit his excitement in seeing his white-skinned and wingless cousins. For the Touel’alfar, this was monumental news, at least as important as anything Brynn might accomplish in To-gai, and though Juraviel was surely torn and upset about the possibilities of Brynn’s lack of future, he couldn’t deny his excitement, his thrill, at the opportunity to represent his people to the king of the Doc’alfar!

“Though I fear that I am hardly properly attired for an audience with your king,” Juraviel added.

“Your clothing will do,” Cazzira remarked. “The road-worn, weathered outfit of a traveler, of a thief, perhaps.”

Juraviel took the comment in stride and thought he detected a bit of softening in Cazzira’s tone, if not her actual words.

Lozan Duk motioned for Juraviel to follow, leading him down a winding trail to a large, hollowed tree stump. Juraviel found two depressions within, one with soapy oil and the other with clear rainwater.

The washing felt good indeed!

He turned when he was done, just in time to catch a towel Cazzira threw his way, then they were off again, walking the winding, fog-enshrouded trails, through skeletal black trees that all looked the same. Juraviel doubted he would be able to retrace his steps on his own, and he suspected that his two guards were tracking all about on purpose, to obscure the true path even more. They seemed a lot like the Touel’alfar, he mused.

Almost without warning, Juraviel found himself on a narrow trail amidst towering mountain walls, a narrow gorge trail that led to a huge cave. The two Doc’alfar each picked up one of those strange-glowing lanterns right inside the cave and paused, turning to their prisoner.

Juraviel looked all about, though the other walls of the cavern were far beyond the limit of the light. When his gaze at last settled on Lozan Duk and Cazzira, he found Lozan Duk coming toward him, a black hood in hand.

Juraviel didn’t protest at all as they popped it over his head, pulling a drawstring set about its opening to somewhat close it. Lozan Duk took him by the arm and led him off, and they walked for a long and winding way, down corridors that closed in on Juraviel and through chambers that he sensed were very vast indeed.

A long while later, they stopped again, and Juraviel was surprised when Cazzira pulled off his hood, staring at him intently with her icy blue eyes. They were in a large chamber, and it seemed to Juraviel that he was actually out of doors again, in some secret mountain hole.

His eyes scanned up, up, eagerly, but as he turned, he quickly forgot all about the chamber itself, for there before him towered the magnificent gates of the Doc’alfar city.

“Tymwyvenne,” Lozan Duk explained. “You are the first who is not Doc’alfar to look upon the gates of Tymwyvenne in many centuries.”

“I am honored,” Juraviel said, again with all sincerity and more than a bit of awe, for the entrance to Tymwyvenne was what he would expect of any cousins of the Touel’alfar—and more! The doors, huge doors, as thick as ten elves side by side, were of some golden-hued wood. They hung open, flanked by two huge round pillars of the same material, which were set against a wall of gray-and-black stone. Across the top of the pillars was a third, lying horizontally above the doorway, and made of the same wood, with thousands of designs carved into it, many of them shining of various colors. Juraviel looked more closely and noted that many, many gemstones were set in that beam, a king’s treasure, and he was glad to see that there was an appreciation of beauty there, as in Caer’alfar—though his own people’s ideal of beauty was evidenced in the perfection of nature itself. Juraviel understood that such appreciation often signaled an understanding of the higher orders and stations of life, including mercy.

Through the doors, the trio came into an immense cavern, a place of quiet, but steady, light, where the fog was not so thick. Structures loomed all about them, made of burnished wood of varying hues and textures. There was no one singular dominant design, but each house, for that is what they obviously were, was its own free-flowing work of art.

Many other Doc’alfar milled about, making Juraviel’s path a veritable parade route. All wanted to catch a glimpse of the captured Tylwyn Tou, obviously, and he noted many expressions there, from curiosity to some almost giddy faces, to many, many profound scowls.

The place had a somber tone about it, to Juraviel’s thinking, gloomy but not dark. It wasn’t hard for him to figure out his escorts’ intended destination as they crossed a large central open area. Ahead of them, a crisscross of balconies lined the back wall, climbing up above the city. There, on a higher level, sat the grandest house of all, which he knew without doubt was the palace of King Eltiraaz.

Belli’mar Juraviel fixed his gaze on that house and the many surrounding landings and ornate railings and balusters, trying to get a feeling for the occupants through their choice of design. The alfar could do this more easily than could humans because elven houses were rarely handed down—were, ultimately, a product of centuries of choices and intuitions and creativity from a single driving heart and mind.

This house looked inviting enough, very much like a place expecting many guests and revelers.

Of course, a pair of Doc’alfar guards darkened that notion. They were dressed in strange skin and wooden armor and held thin and nasty-looking hooked clubs, their full-faced helms showing only their dark eyes, and those eyes revealing nothing of their feelings toward this strange newcomer to their land.

The trio entered a wide foyer, then turned down a side passage and around a series of bends, at last coming into another wide room, set with two rows of decorated columns, with a thick green carpet running the length of the room between them. The only piece of furniture in the room was a large golden-wood throne near the far wall, behind which a fire blazed in a great hearth, and upon which sat a Doc’alfar with long black hair and large dark eyes. Like that of the rest of his kin, his skin was creamy white. His clothing, though, was far more remarkable. Thus far, most of the Doc’alfar Juraviel had seen were either in that curious armor or in rather plain garb. Lozan Duk and Cazzira both wore dark brown outfits—suitable for hunting the foggy bogs, Juraviel figured.

This one—King Eltiraaz, Juraviel knew before the formal introduction—wore light-colored breeches, embroidered with many gemstones, and a rich purple shirt. A cape that seemed a combination of the two hung back off his shoulders, bunching on the chair behind him. His vest was full of sewn images, in a thread that seemed almost metallic to Juraviel. He wore a crown of leafy vines wrapped about a silvery band, metal that the Touel’alfar recognized as silverel. That was very telling to Juraviel, for no race other than the Touel’alfar knew how to farm the exotic metal from the ground, as far as he knew; that crown proved to him that either the Doc’alfar had held that secret during the centuries of separation, or that this particular crown was a relic left over from the days when the races were one. Likely the second, he surmised, for he had seen no darkferns about, and no other silverel. If the Doc’alfar had the knowledge and the means to farm the wondrous silverel, they surely would not have their soldiers carrying wooden clubs!

Unless, of course, the wood of those clubs, a variety that Juraviel did not know, carried a few special properties of its own.

Flanked by Lozan Duk and Cazzira, Juraviel walked along the carpet to stand before Eltiraaz.

The King of Tymwyvenne sat very straight on his throne, staring hard at Juraviel, his expression stern and regal, his shoulders perfectly squared. He had his hands on his lap, holding a gem-capped scepter fashioned out of that same strange wood.

“You will tell King Eltiraaz your tale, Belli’mar Juraviel of the Touel’alfar, from the very beginning of the road that brought you to our lands,” Lozan Duk explained. “And of why you walk the trails with a living human beside you.”

Juraviel winced a bit at that last statement, further confirmation that the Doc’alfar’s contempt for humans was nearly absolute. He pushed past his emotions, though, and did as instructed, relating his tale from the battle with the goblins south and east of Andur’Blough Inninness—whose whereabouts he had no intention of disclosing—to the night of his and Brynn’s capture.

King Eltiraaz listened intently to his every word, sometimes tilting his head to the side, as if he wanted to ask a question. But he remained silent and patient throughout the tale.

“Long have we known that our kin, the Tylwyn Tou, remained in the northland,” Eltiraaz said after Juraviel had finished. His voice was both regal and melodic, a great baritone that seemed strange to Juraviel, coming out of so diminutive a creature. “Yet no less is our surprise in seeing one, in seeing you, walk into our lands. Know that you are the very first of our lost brethren to look upon Tymwyvenne.”

“I am truly honored, King Eltiraaz.” Juraviel thought it appropriate to bow at that solemn moment.

The King of the Doc’alfar nodded, then looked to Lozan Duk.

“King Eltiraaz wishes to know why you were in the company of a human,” Lozan Duk asked.

Juraviel looked from the king to the other male, curious as to why Eltiraaz had not simply asked him himself. “Brynn Dharielle is a ranger,” he explained. “Trained by the Touel’alfar. It is a practice that we have employed for centuries—taking in human orphans who show promise and training them in the ways of the Touel’alfar, that they might serve as eyes and ears for my Lady Dasslerond in the wider human world.”

“Why not just kill every human who wanders into your domain?” Cazzira asked, and Juraviel noted, in all seriousness. “They are lesser creatures, and if a threat, should be eliminated.”

“We view them more highly than do you, perhaps,” the Touel’alfar replied, trying to remain civil, knowing that Brynn’s life might be on the line here. “We have come to see the humans as valuable allies at times, if often a bit troublesome.”

“More than troublesome,” said Cazzira.

“Rangers are not like other humans,” Juraviel stated clearly, aiming the words at King Eltiraaz. “They understand much more about the world than their clumsy kin. They are expert warriors, and with the temperament and instilled discipline to use their fighting prowess wisely. They are friends to the natural world, friends to the Touel’alfar, and surely no ranger would be a threat or enemy to the Doc’alfar.”

“How do you know?” asked Eltiraaz.

Juraviel started to echo the question, but caught himself, understanding it, and replied, “Rangers who do not show the proper temperament and judgment are not allowed back out into the wide world.”

“And your companion has passed these tests?” Eltiraaz asked.

“Brynn is as fine a ranger as has ever walked out of Andur’Blough Inninness and Caer’alfar.”

“Then why does she need the company of Belli’mar Juraviel?”

The Touel’alfar took a deep breath and considered the question, and considered how much he should reveal to Eltiraaz and the others. He had already spoken the name of his valley, his Lady, and his city, and sensed that he should trust these kin somewhat, but how might they feel about a human heading through their lands on her way to begin a war?

“Brynn Dharielle was selected among the To-gai-ru of the wild steppes south of the great mountains,” he explained.

“We know of the To-gai-ru,” Eltiraaz replied.

“Then you know that they are not like their kinfolk,” Juraviel said. “They are more attuned to the land and to—”

“A few of our soldiers are of To-gai-ru descent,” Cazzira said, and her grim tone reminded Juraviel of the type of “soldier” to which she was referring. He looked at her, wondering how deep her enmity truly ran, and was taken in again by those exotic eyes of hers, shining icy orbs layered with emotion and thought.

He shook off his revulsion and focused on an interesting question: how had any To-gai-ru come to the land of the Doc’alfar? And how did the Doc’alfar know of Brynn’s people? True, the To-gai-ru settled the land only a hundred miles or so south of this region, but on the other side of supposedly impassable mountains. Or perhaps, not so impassable?

But how to bring the conversation to that point, to where he could even begin to hope that these captors would allow him and Brynn to go free at all, let alone tell them of a possible way through the mountains?

“Have you found no redeeming qualities in the To-gai-ru?” he dared to ask. “Are they no more than the other humans to you?”

“Should we look, Belli’mar Juraviel?” King Eltiraaz asked. “Is it your word to us that the To-gai-ru can be better trusted by our people? Do you believe, perhaps, that we have erred in judging them so harshly?”

Juraviel saw the potential trap, particularly in that last question, but he knew that he had to hold fast to his principles, both for his own heart and for any chance that he might find in getting past those fierce people. “I believe that you should look, if that is what you desire,” he said. “It is my word to you that the To-gai-ru are more attuned to the ways of both the Tylwyn Tou and Tylwyn Doc, if the Tylwyn Doc hold at all to the old ways of our people.”

“More, perhaps, than the Tylwyn Tou, Belli’mar Juraviel,” King Eltiraaz replied, “if the Tylwyn Tou have come to befriend the humans.”

Juraviel conceded the point without any countering statement at all, for indeed, during the old times when the races of elves were united, they had no contact with anyone who was not of the People.

“I would not say that you have erred, King Eltiraaz. That is not a judgment for me to make. In my own land, we preserve our secrecy with equal ferocity; a human who cannot be trusted is treated in the same manner in which we would deal with a goblin who wandered onto our land. Well, perhaps not as harshly as that—we would kill the human more quickly and mercifully.

“But not a To-gai-ru,” he quickly added, though he had no idea if he was speaking the truth or not, since no To-gai-ru had ever wandered anywhere near to Andur’Blough Inninness, except for those taken in as rangers-in-training, of course. He felt that his reasoning was sound, though, and so he continued. “My Lady Dasslerond would hold back on the killing blow against a To-gai-ru until the intruder’s intent could be discerned.”

“By then, it is often too late,” Cazzira remarked.

“Too late for what? We fear no threat from anything short of an invading army.”

That set all three of the Doc’alfar back on their heels a bit, Juraviel noted.

“Perhaps your clan is more numerous than our own,” King Eltiraaz said after a short pause and a glance at his two kinfolk. “We are not numerous, and thus we take threats against our land more seriously.”

“Or you are more quick to judge intrusion as threat,” Juraviel dared to say, and Cazzira at his side sucked in her breath sharply. Juraviel started to modify the statement, to make it seem less an accusation, but he stopped himself short, letting King Eltiraaz weigh the words.

“Perhaps we must be,” the king said a short while later. “And I doubt not that we will hold on to our ways, Belli’mar Juraviel. They have served us well through these centuries, have kept Tymwyvenne alive. I care not enough for the clumsy and bumbling humans to risk a single Tylwyn Doc life, and if I had to destroy the entire human race to safeguard my people, then I would do so, without hesitation.”

“And what of a Tylwyn Tou who inadvertently wandered onto your land, good King Eltiraaz? Would such an unfortunate—or perhaps fortunate—distant cousin be similarly executed, or would the King of the Doc’alfar think that preserving the life of a relative was worth the risk to his people?”

King Eltiraaz stood up out of his throne, his gaze set grimly and sternly upon Juraviel. “Is there a threat to my people, Belli’mar Juraviel?”

Juraviel squared his shoulders and matched the king’s unblinking gaze in intensity. “No.”

A long, long silence ensued, the two standing there, Eltiraaz a step higher than Juraviel, and thus, looking down at him. But in truth, that height difference did nothing to diminish Juraviel in this contest of wills.

Finally, after several minutes of the locked stares, Eltiraaz turned to each of the others, left and right, then declared, “There is no threat.”

Juraviel held firm his gaze and determined posture, though in truth, he wanted to blow a long and deep sigh. So he was not to die there, it seemed.

But that wasn’t enough.

“And what of Brynn Dharielle?” he asked. “She is To-gai-ru, and even more than that, much more than that, she is a ranger, trained by my people in the ways of the Tylwyn Tou. She sees the world as a Tylwyn Tou sees the world, and is more kin and friend to my people than to her own.”

“So you say,” Lozan Duk put in.

Juraviel looked at him, and he only shrugged in reply, as if his words were spoken in all simplicity and honesty.

“I do say,” Juraviel answered, and he turned again to face Eltiraaz directly. “Brynn Dharielle is no threat to you or your people. Indeed, she is, or would be, a friend to Tymwyvenne, if you choose to allow it.”

“I need no humans for friends, Belli’mar Juraviel.”

Juraviel nodded and conceded the point. “She is my friend,” he said then, and somberly. “I ask of you, King Eltiraaz, to allow my friend to leave with me. On my word, she is no threat.”

“I have not yet said that you could leave,” the King of the Tylwyn Doc reminded.

Juraviel did blow that sigh, and he nodded.

Soon after, he was back in the small room of peat with Brynn, sitting there silently in the soft light of the glowing torch. Brynn had immediately started to ask him about his visit with the king when he had first returned, but Juraviel had waved the question away, not wanting to discuss any of that. For the first time in his long life, Belli’mar Juraviel felt perfectly helpless in determining his fate, and he did not like the feeling at all.

The rest of that day passed, and the next, and the only contact came from the zombie waiter delivering their food.

On the second day after his visit with Eltiraaz, though, Juraviel was summoned again from the peat cave, escorted again by Lozan Duk and Cazzira to the same throne room, where King Eltiraaz sat waiting.

“I have considered your words, Belli’mar Juraviel,” the king greeted. “And I find that I believe you.”

Juraviel did not reply or make any sign at all, not sure exactly what that meant.

“I will have your word that, once you have left here, you will not disclose the location of Tymwyvenne.”

“I will not.”

“And I will have, from you, the location of Caer’alfar,” King Eltiraaz went on.

Juraviel rocked back on his heels, chewing his lip as he considered the request. “King Eltiraaz, I am similarly sworn to secrecy by Lady Dasslerond,” he answered.

Beside him, Cazzira and Lozan Duk bristled.

“But this is not equal footing,” King Eltiraaz replied. “Now you, a member of Tylwyn Tou, know of Tymwyvenne, but none of us know of Caer’alfar.”

“King Eltiraaz, if one of your people wandered to our lands and was captured, you would not expect, nor accept, that your subject would betray the location of Tymwyvenne, even at the cost of his or her own life.”

“And do you accept similar consequences for yourself and for Brynn?” the king came back without hesitation, his voice rising more than Juraviel had previously heard.

“I do, if that is your judgment,” Juraviel answered just as quickly. “If that is your decision, then I damn the fates, and not King Eltiraaz and his people, in bringing me here. But I do argue against such a course. Perhaps there will come of this a rejoining of our peoples, or at least a growing understanding of each other. A distant alliance, long overdue.”

King Eltiraaz stared at him sternly for some time, then broke into a sudden, tension-breaking burst of laughter. “You would willingly die, and without judgment, I believe.”

“I would!”

“And that sincerity makes me believe you even more, Belli’mar Juraviel, friend of Tymwyvenne. Nay, we will not kill you, or hold you any longer as our prisoner. Though I would be pleased if you would remain for some time as my guest.”

“And I would be pleased to do so, King Eltiraaz of Tymwyvenne,” Juraviel answered formally, and with a bow. “But not alone, and not while my companion, my friend, sits in a prison of peat. You say that you believe me, and well you should. But I’ll not accept anything from you—not my own freedom, not your invitation—without a free Brynn Dharielle at my side.”

“And if we kill her? Are we then enemies?”

Juraviel took a deep breath. “We are,” he declared, and he couldn’t believe the words as they came out of his own mouth! How could he take such a chance when so much might be at stake for the Touel’alfar? Surely, this offered friendship could blossom into something wonderful for his people. Given that, was he acting in the best interest of Caer’alfar—and did he have the right to act in any other way?—by so protecting Brynn?

He didn’t honestly know, and he found that he didn’t honestly care.

“Go and bring the human woman,” King Eltiraaz instructed Cazzira and Lozan Duk. “Allow her to bathe and feed her well. It seems that perhaps we have made two new friends this day.”

It took all the willpower Belli’mar Juraviel could muster to remain upright at that wonderful moment.

“You are not the first human permitted to walk through our lands,” King Eltiraaz said to Brynn when she—fresh from her bath and with her clothes wonderfully cleaned—and Juraviel met with the King of Tymwyvenne later on that day.

“Before you continue, I demand to know what happened to Diredusk!” the young ranger demanded.

King Eltiraaz sat back, his expression turning stern, his eyes narrowing and focusing on Brynn. Juraviel put his hand on her arm, squeezing tightly in an attempt to silence her.

“Her horse, good King Eltiraaz,” he explained. “When we were taken, Brynn had her horse with her, a beautiful creature.”

Eltiraaz relaxed visibly, and so did Juraviel.

“What happened to him?” the stubborn Brynn demanded, and Juraviel squeezed even more tightly, thinking that his companion might be throwing it all away, pushing too hard when they were obviously in no position to demand anything.

But again, King Eltiraaz’s expression only softened. “You have enough concern for that creature—Diredusk, you name him—to speak in this manner to me?”

“I do.” There wasn’t a hint of anything other than grim determination in Brynn’s voice.

“And if your insolence costs you my patience?”

“If you have harmed Diredusk, then I want not your patience, King Eltiraaz. If you have harmed Diredusk, then—”

Eltiraaz held up his hand, but it was his smile that stopped her more than any hand gesture. “We of the Tylwyn Doc do no harm to our fellow creatures of Ga’na’Tyl. Your horse, Diredusk, is running free in the fields to the east, among his own kind. Free, I say, and where he belongs.”

Brynn breathed a huge sigh of relief, and so did Juraviel.

“You do not wish him recaptured?” Eltiraaz asked.

Brynn looked up at him, and it was obvious that the king was testing her here. “My concern was for Diredusk, not for myself,” she answered. “If he is running free and safe, then I am satisfied.”

King Eltiraaz smiled, warmly. “Once, many years ago, a man crossed through our lands, coming from the north, and it was the decision of King Tez’nezin that he not be hindered,” he went on with the tale he had been relating when Brynn had interrupted. “King Tez’nezin, my predecessor to the throne, was rumored to have gone out to the man for a secret meeting, though what he discerned that allowed him to change his policies—long-standing policies of the Tylwyn Doc against humans—I cannot say.

“That human was To-gai-ru, like Brynn Dharielle, seeking a way home, over the mountains or under them. Whether or not he succeeded in returning to the land south of the mountains, I cannot say.”

“What was his name?” a very curious Belli’mar Juraviel asked. “And when was this? A century ago?”

“His name I do not know, and it was much longer in the past. Three centuries, at least, perhaps four. The years, the decades, do all seem the same.”

Juraviel sat back and considered the words. A To-gai-ru coming through this region from the north would be a rare thing indeed, especially centuries before, when Honce-the-Bear and Behren were avowed enemies, and To-gai was not even known to the humans north of the mountains. But there had been other To-gai-ru rangers, several over the centuries, and none before Brynn had left Andur’Blough Inninness with an elvish escort, though all of them had been assigned back in their ancient homeland. Was it possible that the human Eltiraaz now spoke of had been one of the To-gai-ru rangers? Emhem Dal, perhaps? Or Salman Anick Zo?

Intrigued, Juraviel rubbed a hand over his chin.

“Did he find a way over the mountains, at least?” Brynn asked. “Or did he start on a path that he hoped would take him home?”

“No,” King Eltiraaz replied, and Brynn’s hopeful smile disappeared, though it brightened again as the King of Tymwyvenne continued. “Not over the mountains. That human was guided to a way known to the Tylwyn Doc as the Path of Starless Night.”

“Under the mountains,” Juraviel reasoned, and King Eltiraaz nodded.

“And will you take me and Juraviel to the entrance to this Path of Starless Night?” Brynn asked eagerly, seeming oblivious to the frown worn by the Doc’alfar King.

Juraviel caught that look, though, and he understood that this ominously named underground passageway likely lived up to some grim reputation!

“What say you, Belli’mar Juraviel?” King Eltiraaz asked. “Do you wish to head to this path, a dark road indeed?”

Juraviel looked to Brynn, and her eagerness prodded him into agreeing to a choice that he feared he would later regret. “We do. If this Path of Starless Night can save us a journey all the way to the sea to the east, then perhaps it is worth the try.”

King Eltiraaz sat back and nodded, his expression grave. “Perhaps, then, my people will have to worry less that you will betray us to the Tylwyn Tou.”

Juraviel looked to Brynn again, but she held her determined expression.

“And what will Belli’mar Juraviel tell his Lady Dasslerond about us?” King Eltiraaz went on. “When finally you walk the ways of your homeland again, what will you say?”

“I will say that I have found a legend come to life,” Juraviel answered. “Or I will say nothing at all. The choice is yours, King of Tymwyvenne, earned by your mercy and graciousness. I owe you this, at least, for my own life and for Brynn’s. If you wish this entire episode to retreat into the realm of Belli’mar Juraviel’s hopeful dreams, then so it shall.”

Eltiraaz spent a long while mulling that over. He looked to his Doc’alfar companions, Lozan Duk, Cazzira, and several others he had invited to the meeting that day, gauging their silent answers.

“No,” he said at length. “You will tell your Lady Dasslerond that you have looked upon Tymwyvenne and met your long-lost kin. You will tell her that she, upon the invitation of King Eltiraaz, is most welcome to visit us, that we might both learn if our peoples, Doc and Tou, should find their way together again.”

Juraviel could hardly believe what he was hearing, and in truth, he was terribly torn at that moment. His immediate duty was to Brynn and their journey to To-gai-ru. Or was it? Was this potential reunification more important? Should he abandon Brynn here and now and head back to the north with all speed? Or perhaps he could take Brynn back with him and delay her mission to her homeland. There was no pressing issue there, after all, nothing more than had been going on since before Brynn had been taken in by the Touel’alfar.

But then Eltiraaz settled it for him. “But that is in the future,” the king said. “For now, your road is, and must be, to the south. We will show you the Path of Starless Night and tell you more of what we know of the dangers that lie within the deep mountains. You may choose to enter, or choose to turn to the east. But not to the north, not now. My people are not ready for this meeting, and I’ll not force it upon them.”

Juraviel nodded his agreement.

“And what if Belli’mar Juraviel does not return from the southland?” Lozan Duk interjected. “What if Belli’mar Juraviel does not emerge again into the sunlight from the Path of Starless Night? Is this hope that we have just shared of reunion to die with him, then?”

As he finished, Lozan Duk looked to King Eltiraaz, and Juraviel recognized then that the question was not likely spontaneous.

“I would speak with you privately,” Juraviel bade the king, and with a wave of his hand, Eltiraaz cleared the room of all but himself and Juraviel.

“If you desire the meeting, and I cannot return, then send a trusted courier or two to the north, staying west of the human lands, to the mountain region three weeks’ journey from here. Once there, call out the name of Lady Dasslerond to the night wind, every hour every night. She will find your couriers, do not doubt, and the Touel’alfar will speak with them before passing swift judgment. Have them relay the tale of Belli’mar Juraviel and Brynn Dharielle, and tell of how they came to the lands of the Touel’alfar.”

“And they will not be harmed?”

Juraviel took a deep breath. “I cannot commit to anything,” he admitted. “My people are no less reclusive than are your own—it is part of our shared heritage, it would seem. The Lady of Caer’alfar is stern and strong, but she is blessed with the wisdom of the centuries. I trust she will choose correctly.”

“Though you have less to lose.”

“There is that,” Juraviel admitted. “It is the best I can offer, King Eltiraaz of Tymwyvenne, and more, I fear, than I should have said.”

“And nothing more than we could have discerned, in any case,” Eltiraaz answered with a chuckle, and he offered his hand to Juraviel, and the Touel’alfar took it in a firm shake.

“Stay with us a few weeks more,” Eltiraaz offered. “Enjoy the customs of my people, walking freely about Tymwyvenne.”

“And Brynn?”

“Likewise! Let her be the most blessed of humankind, to have looked upon both Caer’alfar and Tymwyvenne! When you are ready, we will take you to the Path of Starless Night, and you may choose your course. We will provide you with ever-burning light and with all the supplies you can carry.” He paused and assumed a pensive posture, his look quizzical. “And perhaps with more.”

Juraviel understood that he should not press for more than that cryptic statement at that time. Already he had been offered far more than he could ever have hoped for, far more than he ever would have dared to ask for!

“The season means little in the Path of Starless Night,” Eltiraaz went on. “In truth, the closer you wait toward winter, the more passable will be the dark tunnels, for the spring melt will have flowed from them by then, and the new snows atop the mountains will be locked frozen in the days it will take you to cross under.”

It was an invitation that Belli’mar Juraviel could not refuse, and—given that last bit of logic, one that he knew would calm Brynn’s eagerness—he believed that his companion would readily agree. Perhaps if they stayed in Tymwyvenne, their trip to the south would prove no less time-consuming than the long journey around the mountains, but in truth, it was more than the loss of time that had Juraviel trying to avoid that circuitous route. He had little desire to cross the human lands of Honce-the-Bear, and even less to try to find his way through hostile Behren. There Brynn would be considered no more than a pig looking for a slave owner and he, if his true identity as a Touel’alfar was ever discovered, would likely be put to a swift death, a sacrifice to Yatol.

Yes, this would be a most-welcomed rest, not for weeks, perhaps, but for a short while.

“Do you believe him?” Brynn asked Juraviel that same night, the two spending some quiet time trying to sort through the momentous events of the day. How swiftly their fate had changed! And how unexpectedly!

“If King Eltiraaz meant us harm, then why would he go to all this trouble?” the elf replied. “He had garnered all of the information he will get from me, from us, concerning Andur’Blough Inninness, and he knows that. No, he is sincere.” As he finished, smiling, he noted that Brynn’s sour expression had not changed. He looked at her curiously, silently prompting her to elaborate.

“I meant about Diredusk.”

“They said he was running free with other horses.”

“But did they say that merely to calm me?” the young woman asked. “Are they merely telling us what we need to hear?”

Belli’mar Juraviel settled back. “No,” he answered with the calm of complete confidence. “Have you noticed the tables they set? The meals they have brought to us?”

Brynn tilted her head, staring at him intently, needing to find the same conclusions as he obviously already had.

“They eat the produce of the earth, the gifts of Ga’na’Tynne. They eat the fruits and vegetables, the fungi of the tunnels. But not the animals. King Eltiraaz spoke truly of his people when he said that they hold the creatures of Ga’na’Tyl in the highest reverence and would not harm them. Diredusk is running free and unharmed, I am sure.”

“They harm no creatures of Ga’na’Tyl,” Brynn echoed with a sarcastic chuckle. “Except for humans.”

“Whom they believe deserving of their wrath,” Juraviel was quick to point out. “Consider those of your race with whom they have had contact. Trappers and hunters, loggers and rogues who have been chased from their own lands. Humans who clear-cut the trees and slaughter the animals, often merely for a pelt to sell in the east. Humans who set traps that cause excruciating pain to their prey, without regard for the animal. If the Doc’alfar feel a kinship to the living animals, then how could they not feel anger at some of the tactics that trappers and hunters of your race employ?”

Brynn merely shrugged and shook her head, hardly seeming convinced of the argument that the Doc’alfar were, in some way, justified in the horrible executions they routinely practiced on humans inadvertently walking onto their lands.

Juraviel didn’t try to convince her otherwise, didn’t believe that she would ever truly understand. For she was human, if Touel’alfar trained and To-gai-ru, and she understood there to be a redeeming side to her race. Juraviel recognized that as well, but, seeing the world as a Touel’alfar, he was much more sympathetic to the Doc’alfar view of things. In many ways, he saw these distant cousins as even more honorable than his own people, who hunted the deer, pigs, fowl, and rabbits of Andur’Blough Inninness. The Doc’alfar only did harm to living creatures they believed deserving of their wrath. It wouldn’t occur to Eltiraaz to have a great deer slaughtered to fill his own table with venison steaks. It wouldn’t occur to any of the Doc’alfar to kill foraging creatures that happened onto their gardens. No, but humans were not like the animals, for they were possessed of reason.

To the Doc’alfar way of thinking, then, that reason condemned them for actions against the precepts of Doc’alfar life.

When he thought of the horrid zombies, Juraviel shuddered and could not totally agree with the Doc’alfar ways. But neither could he deny that there was a consistent simplicity to that philosophy, and one that had more than a little justification.

He looked over at Brynn, who had settled back and seemed ready to sleep, and he did not press the point any further.

The pair felt the looks, most merely curious, but some truly suspicious, on them at all times as they walked the ways of Tymwyvenne over the next week. They were allowed practically free rein, except that they could not leave the city—King Eltiraaz didn’t want to give away too much of the exact location, after all—and could not enter anything other than public structures unless invited, which they were not.

It was pleasant enough, though, and surely interesting. For Brynn, this was yet another new world, widening her already wide horizons; and for Belli’mar Juraviel, this was a glimpse into a different branch of his own history. Many of the Doc’alfar customs were familiar to him, the notes of their communal songs so similar to those of Caer’alfar that at times he was able to join in. But so much else was different, and strangely fascinating! His own people worked with the living, with great trees and flowers, blending into the harmony of the flora and fauna of Andur’Blough Inninness. The Doc’alfar, though, worked with the dead, with cut logs and zombie slaves. Their artisans carved masterwork pieces on the walls of every structure. Their armorers turned slabs of wood into fantastic shields and body pieces, backing them with thick mosslike blankets the gatherers brought in. Their culture seemed somewhat coarser to Juraviel, as much a matter of destruction as creation, but in truth, it seemed strangely beautiful to him, and equally harmonious with the ways of nature, if in a more severe manner.

Their guides through all of those days were again Lozan Duk and, surprisingly, Cazzira. The female Doc’alfar seemed much different to Juraviel and Brynn after the proclamation of King Eltiraaz, almost as if she now wanted to learn all that she could of the strangers, though whether that was out of any desire for friendship, or for the information to give her the edge over an enemy, neither Juraviel nor Brynn could tell. While Cazzira constantly peppered the pair with questions, Lozan Duk took the lead in pointing out landmarks and particularly interesting artworks. But it was Cazzira, and not Lozan Duk, who called Brynn aside into a building where the females of Tymwyvenne used paints and oils to highlight their beauty, to style their hair.

By the end of the week, Cazzira and Brynn were spending much time together, with Cazzira listening to Brynn’s tale over and over again, leaning forward eagerly as the young ranger recounted it each time. Juraviel watched the pair curiously and closely, fearing that Cazzira was trying to pry valuable information from Brynn, but he did nothing to warn Brynn away from speaking too openly. The Doc’alfar were in complete command, and Juraviel and Brynn had no choice but to trust them and simply go along.

Still, Belli’mar Juraviel had a feeling, or perhaps it was just a desperate hope, that something good would come of the unexpected encounter.

“Belli’mar Juraviel was correct in telling us that this ranger is not akin to humans,” Cazzira reported to King Eltiraaz one evening after hearing Brynn’s tale yet again, from beginning to end. “If humans have such potential, then perhaps we should not be so quick—”

Eltiraaz held up his hand, stopping the uncomfortable thought short. “Our ways were created for prudence and survival,” he explained. “They will not change quickly, whatever exception we might make for this unusual pair.”

Cazzira sat back and considered the grim reality of Eltiraaz’s words. She could be among the most hardened and callous of the Tylwyn Doc, but only through putting up an emotional wall, a barricade against guilt. Cazzira, however tough she might talk, did not enjoy the killings, even of inferior beings such as humans, though she surely held no love for the big and bumbling creatures.

“It may be time for some of our ways and tenets to change,” King Eltiraaz admitted, catching his subject by surprise.

Cazzira looked at him curiously, blinking her blue eyes repeatedly.

“It may be time for us to explore beyond the boundaries of Tymwyvenne,” the king went on after Cazzira had recovered.

“To the north or south?” Cazzira asked, her blue eyes narrowing as she scrutinized Eltiraaz, trying to discern his meaning. Did he want someone to head out to the north in search of Caer’alfar? Or was he suggesting that one of the Tylwyn Doc accompany the two strangers to the south, through the Path of Starless Night and onto the southern steppes?

“I think we would be ill-advised to approach this land, Andur’Blough Inninness, that Belli’mar Juraviel has told us about, without Belli’mar Juraviel to serve as our guide,” Eltiraaz clarified. “Or to offer a formal introduction to his Lady Dasslerond, that she will take the time and effort to better learn of us before making any rash judgments.”

“Are you asking me to walk the Path of Starless Night?”

“I am suggesting that perhaps one of the Tylwyn Doc should accompany Belli’mar Juraviel and Brynn Dharielle,” Eltiraaz replied, somewhat defensively, sitting back in his throne and holding his hands up as if to fend off the legendary explosive wrath of Cazzira. “Am I asking you? No, not asking, Cazzira, not if you mean that I am somehow imploring you or commanding you to go. I am asking only in the sense that I am offering it to you first, as the first to make contact with these intriguing strangers.”

Cazzira sat back, trying to hide the surprise from her fair features. It wasn’t often that King Eltiraaz asked, truly asked, instead of commanded, for that was his place in Tylwyn Doc society. He was the king, bound to make those decisions that he thought most beneficial to the Tylwyn Doc people as a whole, whatever sacrifices any individual might have to make. Yet, here he was, offering the duty of accompanying Juraviel and Brynn to Cazzira. That told Cazzira exactly how important, and dangerous, that duty might prove to be. They were going to walk the Path of Starless Night, after all, and while Tylwyn Doc individuals and parties had sometimes ventured through the lightless tunnels, and To-gai-ru humans had exited them on the northern side of the mountains, most who entered those dark ways had never been heard from again.

“Do you think it wise that one of us accompany them?” King Eltiraaz asked, again surprising Cazzira.

“I do,” she blurted before she could even sort through a more thorough and informative response.

Eltiraaz settled back, allowing her to collect her thoughts.

“This is an opportunity that we must explore,” Cazzira went on after a while. “I did not wish to believe Belli’mar Juraviel when first I encountered and spoke with him. I thought him even worse, even more dangerous, than the human intruders who sometimes cross our lands. Here was a creature above those humans, a kin of ours, who perhaps held the power to destroy us utterly. We cannot let him walk away unobserved.”

“And yet, I have come to understand that there is no such malice in Belli’mar Juraviel’s heart, and if the rest of his people are of similar feelings toward the Doc’alfar”—King Eltiraaz stumbled over that Touel’alfar word, mimicking Juraviel’s voice inflections as closely as possible—“then I believe we would be wise to make contact with our lost kin.”

“It may be no more than wishful thinking.”

King Eltiraaz gave a great sigh. “Perhaps. I feel that there is sincerity in Belli’mar Juraviel’s words of friendship, but I am afraid,” King Eltiraaz admitted. “In making such a choice to let him and Brynn Dharielle go, I am putting all of Tymwyvenne in danger.”

“In allowing Belli’mar Juraviel and Brynn Dharielle to live, you are doing that,” Cazzira replied. “Yet I do not, nor does anyone else, suggest that you kill them now. Indeed, if you chose to give Brynn to the bog and execute or imprison Juraviel, you would find opposition to that course, silent if not overt.”

“From you?”

“No.”

King Eltiraaz laughed at the honesty of those words. Cazzira was speaking plainly, and it seemed to Eltiraaz that she, too, preferred their present course toward the strangers. But fierce Cazzira never let compassion get in the way of prudence. “Yet I am not ready boldly to approach Lady Dasslerond,” he admitted. “I am not ready to confront the past of Tylwyn Doc and Tylwyn Tou. I know my intuition toward Belli’mar Juraviel and his ranger companion, but it is just that, intuition. I will need more than that to attempt to bring the alfar together again.”

Cazzira nodded with every word, understanding completely. “Then you need not ask me,” she said. “It is right that one of us accompany Belli’mar Juraviel, to the south and then back again, if this way he comes. And it is right that I am the one. I first saw the pair.”

“But it was Lozan Duk who suggested that Belli’mar Juraviel and Brynn Dharielle be captured and not killed,” Eltiraaz reasoned.

“Qui’mielle Duk is with child,” Cazzira replied without the slightest hesitation, referring to Lozan Duk’s wife, who was indeed pregnant—the first pregnancy in Tymwyvenne in nearly forty years. “Lozan Duk should not leave.”

King Eltiraaz stared long and hard into Cazzira’s icy blue eyes, measuring her resolve.

Juraviel and Brynn removed their hoods on Cazzira’s command, blinking their eyes against the brilliant late-summer sunlight. Despite Juraviel’s original decision against a long delay, they had spent several weeks in Tymwyvenne, where the sun did not shine, and now the brilliant warmth felt good indeed!

So good that it took Juraviel a long while to realize that he and Cazzira and Brynn were apparently alone, with no sign of the contingent of more than a dozen other Doc’alfar who had accompanied them out of the city.

They were in the foothills of the giant mountains, so close that Juraviel understood that this area just north of the divide would be bathed in shadow at this time of day in a few weeks, when the sun lowered in the sky farther to the south.

“Where are we?” Brynn asked. “And where are your kinfolk?”

“We are where you said you wanted to be,” Cazzira answered. “Close to it, at least. And why would the Tylwyn Doc wish to accompany you to the Path of Starless Night, a place where we do not often choose to go?”

“Then why are you here?”

Juraviel was sharing a stare with Cazzira as Brynn asked the question, reading her thoughts. “You intend to come with us,” he reasoned, and when there came no immediate argument, he went on, “This is our road, one chosen by fate and by need. There is no reason—”

“My king believes that there is a reason,” Cazzira interrupted. “You have wandered onto our lands, Belli’mar Juraviel. Do not pretend that your presence in Tymwyvenne means nothing to Tylwyn Doc, or to Tylwyn Tou. Perhaps it means nothing immediately significant, but now the races know of each other once more, and that is a door that, once opened, cannot be closed, for good or for ill.”

“Unless I die in the southland, or on my way to the southland.”

“Yet we still know of you, of Caer’alfar and Andur’Blough Inninness. And so King Eltiraaz would learn more. Slowly and in proper time. He would like to keep you in Tymwyvenne for many months, years perhaps, that he might truly learn your heart and your thoughts. But he cannot in good conscience, of course—and despite my counsel—because of your need to be away to the south.”

“We are grateful for King Eltiraaz’s understanding of our situation.”

“And he wishes your response to be the gratitude of a friend,” Cazzira said. “He hopes that more will come of our chance meeting—much more. Thus, he must continue his exploration of Belli’mar Juraviel’s heart, through Cazzira, who serves as his eyes and ears.”

“And what of me?” Brynn asked, her tone showing that she felt a bit left out.

“You are still alive, and on your way,” Cazzira replied, never taking her stare from Juraviel. “Be pleased, Brynn Dharielle, for that is more than most humans who wander onto the land of Tylwyn Doc can ever say!”

Brynn sighed and did not press the point.

“And so you will serve as King Eltiraaz’s eyes and ears all the way to the entrance to the Path of Starless Night?” Juraviel asked.

Cazzira gave a little laugh and swept around, waving her arm out toward a dark shadow at the base of a nearby jag of stone. “We are at the entrance,” she explained, pulling off her pack as she spoke. She untied and opened the pack, producing three of the blue-white glowing torches, tossing one to each of her companions while keeping the third for herself. “The continuation of your road, the beginning of my own.”

Cazzira started toward the shadowy opening, but Juraviel grabbed her arm to stop her. She turned about and the two locked stares again. “This is not your business,” Juraviel said. “Is it yours?”

“It is because Lady Dasslerond decided that it was.”

“As it is mine because King Eltiraaz decided that it was,” Cazzira answered. “Perhaps the Tylwyn Doc have no place in the affairs of the Tylwyn Tou, or in the affairs of the To-gai-ru or any humans at all. Or perhaps we simply do not trust you enough to let you walk out freely. That is what we intend to discover. Consider my company the price of your freedom, if you must: a return favor from Belli’mar Juraviel and Brynn Dharielle.”

Juraviel continued to stare at Cazzira for a long, long while, and then he blinked and gave a helpless, defeated laugh. How could he refuse her companionship after the amazing trust the Doc’alfar had placed in him and in Brynn?

Another part of Belli’mar Juraviel wondered why he would want to refuse her, as well. Would it not be more pleasant for him to have another along who understood his perspective of the world, the elven viewpoint? Brynn was a fine companion, but she was a human, and would soon be among her own kind, heavily involved in their politics and ways, and during that transition, Juraviel knew that he would be little more than a distant observer. Perhaps those days would be brighter indeed with the companionship of one more akin to him.

Besides, there was something about Cazzira that Juraviel found quite appealing, despite her stern face—or possibly, because of it. Her often fiery and volatile remarks reminded him of another he had once known, a Touel’alfar named Tuntun who had been his dearest friend. Cazzira even looked a bit like Tuntun.

“Lead on,” he said, and so she did, and so Cazzira and Juraviel and Brynn entered a narrow tunnel that widened into a large and airy cave. Two exits ran off the back of the cave, deeper into the mountains, and Cazzira considered each for a few moments, then nodded and went into the one to the left.

Soon all daylight was left behind, the trio entering a darkness so profound that, without the strange torches, they would not have been able to see a hand flapping an inch from their faces.


Chapter 8
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Trial of Faith

“THE CHILD WILL BE OF FULL CONSCIOUSNESS,” YAKIM DOUAN SAID TO HIS NEWEST gathering of Yatols, most of them from the region just interior to Jacintha. The Chezru Chieftain had chosen the invitation lists to his meetings very carefully, pulling together disparate, often feuding, priests. He didn’t want any secret alliances building, to fester during the time when he would be most vulnerable. Thus, in the small gatherings during which he would give the traditional Transcendence speech, Yakim drew together opposing Yatols, such as Peridan and De Hamman, who would never trust each other enough to form any destructive alliances.

“What does that truly mean, God-Voice?” asked Yatol Bohl, who led a flock at the great Dahdah Oasis, nine days’ journey west of Jacintha. “Will the child be able to speak? Words or sentences?”

Yakim studied Bohl carefully. At thirty, he was among the youngest of the Yatol priests, and he was certainly among the most fit. He ruled Dahdah with an iron hand, Yakim knew, collecting outrageous fees for shelter and supplies from any caravan coming in from the west toward Jacintha, or heading out to the west from the main city. No doubt, Yatol Grysh had been forced to reach deep into his pockets for a needed stop at Dahdah on his way back to Dharyan.

“Full consciousness,” Yakim replied. “The child, of no more than a year, will be able to speak as fluently as you or I. The child will know of our ways, will know of me, his predecessor, and will know of his destiny.”

“Surely a peasant mother seeking to elevate her family could teach—”

“The child will know more of Yatol and the Chezru religion than any peasant could possibly guess,” Yakim interrupted the ever-petulant Bohl. “You will see, you will understand, and you will believe.”

“God-Voice, please do not believe that I am a doubter,” Yatol Bohl said, holding his hands out wide, assuming a posture of perfect innocence.

Yakim Douan just smiled at the pose. He knew exactly that, of course, that Bohl and all the others, except for those most pious, like the poor fool Merwan Ma, held grave doubts about the Transcendence, the mystical hand-off of power to the next Chezru Chieftain. Of course they did—how could they not? For someone to believe that a baby, an infant, would arise speaking fluently and knowing all the secrets of their culture’s wisest priests was a stretch, certainly, a test of faith against logic, of belief against experience.

How well Yakim Douan could sympathize with those doubts! He remembered that time, so many hundreds of years before, when he had first learned of the Transcendence. Things were done very differently back then, for it was not the Chezru Chieftain delivering a speech such as this one. No, the Chezru Chieftain would die, often unexpectedly, and then the leaders of the Chezru religion would initiate the search.

Yakim Douan, a young Yatol, had been just a bit older than Bohl was now when he had participated in that search those centuries ago. He remembered how full of eagerness, full of great joy he had been at the thought that he was about to witness a miracle, a confirmation of his faith that every man so desires, whether he admits it or not. They had discovered the blessed infant soon after, and full of anticipation and the expectation of extreme joy, Yakim Douan had gone in to witness the miracle child.

And he had found a baby. Not a blessed baby, not a miracle child speaking the words of Yatol, but a normal baby.

The leaders of Chezru, their names lost to him now, had told him and the other Yatols of the “miracles” they had witnessed the child perform, of the words they had heard this goo-gooing infant speaking. Many of the other Yatols had taken those proclamations as proof enough that this was indeed the miracle child, the new God-Voice of Yatol.

But Yakim Douan had known better. He had understood instinctively that this baby was nothing more than a pawn, through which the leaders of the Yatol priests could spend the rest of their days in control of the religion, and thus, of all Behren.

He knew.

And so he understood the doubts and the fears that Yatols such as Bohl must now be feeling in this time of approaching crisis. If Yakim could only hand them enough teasing to hold them in check until after the birth, until they saw proof positive that their faith was not misplaced, that the selected child was indeed the God-Voice, then men like Bohl could become very valuable allies to the next incarnation.

“When I was chosen, I knew as much about the truth of Yatol as I do now,” he told them all. “I could recite the Verses of Propriety as well as I can now …” He gave a little laugh. “No, better, for then my physical body had not begun to fail me, my memory did not lapse as it sometimes does now.”

The gathering of ten Yatols all chuckled at the Chezru Chieftain’s uncharacteristic comedy—all except for Yatol Bohl, who sat staring hard at Douan, obviously taking a careful measure of the man.

Yakim resisted the temptation to call him on that look, and merely smiled disarmingly in response.

“You are human, reasoning beings, and so you hold your doubts,” he said, and there came a chorus of denials, to which Yakim merely looked away and held up his hands. “It is the expected response, my children, for you cannot make logical sense of faith. Who here has seen the paradise of the afterlife?” He paused and let the gathered Yatols all look to each other questioningly. “Nay, you cannot see the spirit or hear the spirit. For you in your current state of existence, only the empty and lifeless corpse remains, and logic would tell you, then, that death is the end of consciousness.

“I know better, and I tell you that this Transcendence will show you, too, that there is more to this existence than what our physical senses can show us. When you look upon the reincarnated God-Voice, when you hear him speak the words of Truth, you will know and you will be content.

“Fear not for those doubts you now harbor,” Yakim went on, trying to hold that fierce edge of passion in his voice, trying not to lapse into the simple recitation of this, a speech he had spoken many times over the centuries. “Fear not that you will be disappointed, and fear not that your doubts somehow mark you as less than true to Yatol. You are supposed to question and supposed to doubt! Else, how will you be certain that you have selected the correct child? Question and doubt everything! When you find the new God-Voice, your questions will catch in your throats and your doubts will vanish so completely that you will be befuddled as to how you ever held them. And then you will know true peace, my children, for then you will understand the truth of your faith. To witness a miracle is to ease the fear of dying itself. Look upon those few living Yatols who remember the last Transcendence! See the contentment in their old eyes, my children, and take heart that you, too, will know that supreme comfort.”

It was true enough. Only three Yatols remained alive who remembered the last Transcendence, when Yakim Douan had been identified as the next God-Voice of Yatol, and those three were considered among the happiest of all the Yatol priests. Happy because they had seen a miracle and knew that heaven awaited them. Happy because they understood the value of their lives in service to Yatol.

Happy because Yakim Douan had ultimately deceived them.

When the gathering dispersed a short while later, most of the Yatols left the audience chamber grinning and speaking excitedly about the coming Transcendence. Two notable exceptions caught Yakim Douan’s eye and attention as he watched the departing flock. Merwan Ma sat at the side of the stage, in the shadows, staring at him with a long look upon his face. The man was deeply troubled by Yakim’s expected and hoped-for death, the Chezru Chieftain knew, and was deeply troubled by his own inability to accept that reality, to brush aside his logical fears of mortality and logical sadness at losing a man he considered as mentor and friend.

His posture and his fears did not bother Yakim Douan, though, for he knew that Merwan Ma would rejoice when the God-Voice was discovered. The Chezru Chieftain decided then and there that when they found him, one of his first spoken revelations would be to tell poor Merwan Ma that Yakim Douan was still with him, looking over him and taking pride that his student was performing his ultimately important duties so very well.

The second exception to the common joy troubled Yakim Douan much more, though, for Yatol Bohl left the chamber neither smiling nor chatting excitedly. His face was stern and locked into an expression of deepest reflection.

That one could prove to be dangerous, Yakim Douan knew. He was young and strong and eager and impatient. And he was ambitious—too much so, perhaps, to sublimate himself to a mere child. The one true concern that had followed Yakim Douan through his centuries of power was the weakness of true spirituality in the face of human emotions. A Yatol priest, for all of his piousness, even heroics, in the eyes of the church, could only ascend so far, could never be greater than the second rank of the hierarchy. Certainly if Bohl witnessed the selected child, the God-Voice who could tell him of the Yatol tenets and codes as well as any scholar priest, then he would be convinced and would put aside his earthly ambitions and human weaknesses.

But would Yatol Bohl show enough patience? Would he wait the nearly two years it would take after Yakim Douan’s death to even find the new Chezru? Or was he plotting a more direct route to install a new leader of Yatol?

Yakim Douan smiled knowingly. The same magic that allowed the deception of Transcendence would soon provide him with practical information.

“We are to wait years to be disappointed?” Yatol Bohl asked his guest, Yatol Thei’a’hu, incredulously. “Surely you cannot believe this chatter of a speaking infant!”

“Chezru Chieftain Douan has asked us to trust in our faith, and what is faith without trust?” replied the other Yatol, older than Bohl by more than a decade and seeming worn and thin, with sleepy eyes and a badly balding head, and a jaw that constantly trembled from a disease he had contracted many years before. “Are we to believe in the miracle of Paradise if we cannot hold faith in this relatively minor miracle?”

“Minor?” Bohl echoed with the same unyielding skepticism. “An infant is to recite the tenets of Yatol? An infant? Have you even known an infant to speak in a complete sentence, Yatol, let alone in any manner that makes sense?”

“Minor,” Yatol Thei’a’hu insisted. “If Yatol can fashion Paradise, if Yatol can transcend death, then how can you doubt this?”

Bohl settled back on his comfortable seat, a relatively shapeless stuffed bag, and took a deep draw on the hose extending from a watery tube beside him. “And yet, you doubt it, too, for all of your reasoning now. Else, friend, why are you here?”

Yatol Thei’a’hu similarly sat back on his shapeless chair, staring at his counterpart. Bohl’s words were true enough, he had to admit to himself. His feelings toward this impending Transcendence were not positive at all, and his expression and posture showed that clearly. In truth, Thei’a’hu had never been overly fond of Yakim Douan, and had often privately disagreed with the man. While he accepted the Chezru Chieftain’s unchallenged leadership and obeyed Douan’s commands to the letter, Douan had made several very damaging decisions concerning Yatol Thei’a’hu’s province of Eh’thu, located two weeks to the south and west of Jacintha. Ten years before, Douan had clipped off the northernmost stretch of Thei’a’hu’s province and given it to Yatol Presh, who rode with the nomads of Tossionas Desert, in an effort to settle the often-troublesome nomadic warriors. That ploy had hardly worked, for the Tossionas nomads were causing as much grief as ever, and yet, that redrawing of province lines had cost Thei’a’hu an important oasis. For all of his faith, Yatol Thei’a’hu could hardly believe that Douan’s decision had been god-inspired—how could Yatol have made such an obvious mistake? That was the most grievous example, but there were others, always gnawing at the reasonable Thei’a’hu’s logic.

“For centuries, we have followed the Transcendence of Yatol,” Thei’a’hu said. “When the Chezru dies, the search begins for the next God-Voice, and that God-Voice will be identified through the miracle of premature knowledge and voice. That is our way, and so Chezru Douan prepares us now for the next Transcendence. What would you have us do, Yatol Bohl? Are we to seize the title for ourselves? Do you believe that the other two hundred Yatols of Behren will accept a religious coup?”

“I have suggested no such thing!” Bohl sputtered in reply.

“Then what?”

“We must be aware and alert,” the fiery young Yatol insisted. “We must insinuate ourselves into the process of the search, to find a child who will be sympathetic to our needs.”

“You believe that you can know such a thing about an infant? You believe that you can find a child who will be acceptable to the other Yatols, if this child is not speaking as Chezru Douan has told us?”

“Do you believe that there will be such a child, a clear-cut God-Voice speaking the tenets as fluently as our present Chezru Chieftain?”

Thei’a’hu settled back even farther at the continuing blunt, bordering on heretical, declarations of Yatol Bohl. That was it, was it not? Either they believed that such a creature would be born into their midst, literally as Chezru Douan had said, or they did not. And if they did not, then perhaps they would do well to find a child whose mother would favor Bohl and Thei’a’hu.

“My friend, if such a child is found, then perhaps we should abandon our selection and fall in line with the others,” Bohl went on. “And if not, then what have we lost?”

“If we find a bright child to elevate, there remains the problem of Chezru Douan’s choice of Shepherd Merwan Ma as tutor and mentor for the child,” Yatol Thei’a’hu reminded. “Merwan Ma above all others will help to shape the next Chezru, and he is likely of similar mind and heart as Douan, else he would not have been chosen. That heart is not sympathetic for Eh’thu, I am sure.”

“Merwan Ma is insignificant,” Yatol Bohl insisted. “He will be a minor player in the future of Yatol.”

“Not according to Chezru Douan.”

“Who will be dead and buried,” the other reminded.

Yatol Thei’a’hu narrowed his sleepy eyes at the obvious threat, for Bohl’s tone made it quite clear that he believed he could have Merwan Ma eliminated, if the need arose, and that he would not hesitate to do so.

Yakim Douan watched it all with a considerable amount of amusement—for he, too, was in that quiet room in the luxurious northern quarter of Jacintha. Not physically. Physically, Yakim Douan was in Chom Deiru, the Chezru palace in Jacintha, in his meditation room, where none would dare disturb his private communion with Yatol. Little did they know that his true communion on that day, as on many, was with a certain hematite, a magical soul stone. Using that magic, Yakim walked out of his body, his spirit silently making its way along the streets, following troublesome Yatol Bohl to his temporary quarters in the city.

How convenient that Bohl had chosen that very day, the same day as the speech of Transcendence, to further his nefarious plotting with Yatol Thei’a’hu.

It saddened Yakim Douan to learn that Thei’a’hu was in on Bohl’s growing conspiracy. He had always been rather fond of the man, and though he knew that Thei’a’hu harbored some resentment about the loss of his northern reaches, Yakim hadn’t imagined that his decision had put the man so far into Bohl’s dangerous court.

Bohl’s last statement, though, hinting at eliminating Merwan Ma, had not surprised Yakim Douan in the least. He understood Bohl well, had over the centuries seen many men of similar impatience and weakened faith. Indeed, Yakim Douan was one of them!

How could he not sympathize with Bohl? The man, who obviously wasn’t sold on the specific concept of Yatol Paradise, was merely being pragmatic, much as the disillusioned Yakim Douan had acted pragmatically those centuries before when he had discovered his own secret to immortality, one that made logical sense to him.

If he had a body about him at that moment, Yakim Douan would have issued a revealing sigh. In looking at Bohl, so much a younger version of his own first incarnation, Yakim Douan considered, and not for the first time, not even for the hundredth time, that he had the power to offer true immortality to others, a select few, perhaps, friends and lovers who could coast through the centuries beside him. His was not necessarily a lonely existence, for in each incarnation as God-Voice, he was able to surround himself with friends, and certainly the Chezru Chieftain had little trouble in finding the carnal companionship of many, many women.

But what might it be like to walk the centuries with another? With Bohl, perhaps, or Merwan Ma?

It was a passing thought, as always. For taking such a course would surely invite great risk. A companion who knew the truth of the hematite and Transcendence might speak out to a friend, or might allow himself to fall in love and wish to take yet another on the century-walking journey. Or even worse, a companion might harbor ambitions to become the God-Voice, threatening a position that Yakim Douan did not wish to relinquish.

For who but a pragmatic, not overly spiritual man might Yakim Douan convince to follow him on his eternal journey. Only a man like young Yakim, or like Bohl, a man who harbored innermost doubts about Yatol, would desire this journey, and a man such as that, Yakim Douan knew firsthand, could not truly be trusted. A man without the true belief in Paradise, and thus, without the true fear of Yatol, was a man who desired to make Paradise his own in this life.

Whatever the cost.

His body would have sighed again had it been there, as Yakim Douan realized what he now had to do to eliminate this latest threat, to eliminate Yatol Bohl.

And yes, he realized, Yatol Thei’a’hu, as well.

How might he do that without causing a major disruption in all the church, a ripple that would shake the groundwork he had struggled so hard to put in place? If it was but one man, one caravan, he could order his Chezhou-Lei warriors out, disguised as bandits. Even if the great warriors were recognized by any survivors of that caravan for who they were, no one would believe mere escorts. But two Yatol priests and two caravans?

It would have to be orchestrated carefully and over time.

Over time. Yakim Douan was biting his lip in frustration even as he reentered his corporeal form back in the palace. He did not want to delay the resolution to this newest problem, did not want to spend the next weeks—even months, perhaps—in executing the deserving Yatols, then waiting for the results to shake out.

“But how might …” he started to say, but he stopped short, his lips curling into a wicked grin.

He went right back out in spiritual form, leaping through the hematite portal, then soaring across the city to the house occupied by Yatol Thei’a’hu. He found the man lying in a bath, surrounded by pretty, scantily clad young attendants, both male and female. Yakim considered the scene with both pity and amusement. It was common knowledge that Thei’a’hu had lost his ability to perform sexually, and so it had been rumored that the man took his pleasures vicariously.

Pitiful wretch.

Ignoring those standing about the Yatol, Yakim Douan’s spirit soared right to the reclining man, and right into the reclining man.

Yatol Thei’a’hu’s eyes popped open wide and he let out a shriek that turned all heads in the room his way. Some of those onlookers started to approach him, but then they all backed off, eyes wide with shock, as Thei’a’hu thrashed about in his tub, splashing soapy water all about the room.

His mouth opened and twisted as if he was trying to spout out some words, some cry for help, and indeed he was.

But he had no control. For Yakim Douan was in there with him, two spirits, two wills, fighting for control over one body. Muscles knotted and twisted from contrasting signals. Eyes bulged and Thei’a’hu’s mouth continued to twist and snap, biting into his lip and tongue.

Do you know me, Yatol Thei’a’hu? Yakim Douan’s spirit telepathically demanded.

The body stopped thrashing, lying very still in what remained of the bathwater.

Look upon me! Yakim Douan went on. Let your heart tell you who has come to visit!

Chezru Chieftain Douan? Thei’a’hu’s mind silently asked.

That is one incarnation, came the teasing, cryptic response.

The onlookers in the room, some of them just gathering the nerve to approach the man once again, leaped back as Thei’a’hu’s body jerked in surprise.

Yatol! Yatol! Yatol! Thei’a’hu’s spirit screamed.

You are a nonbeliever! Yakim Douan accused. You disappoint me, Yatol Thei’a’hu.

No!

You consort with heretics who deny the truth of Yatol!

Thei’a’hu’s call, both telepathic and physical, held the inflections of a whimper then, as he repeated over and over, “Mercy.”

Correct your sacrilege, Yatol Thei’a’hu! This night! Now! You have but one chance to again walk the path to Paradise! Yakim Douan ended by imparting more specific visual instructions, and then he departed Thei’a’hu’s physical body, his spirit drifting up to the ceiling to observe, and though he was invisible and silent, those others in the room sensed that spirit, or something. Yakim Douan was amused again to watch the looks of confusion and fear upon their faces, to see the hairs standing up on the back of their necks, to see the women hugging themselves as if suddenly chilled. The Chezru Chieftain even went back down among them, a cold ghost brushing close, heightening the fear. More than one of those attendants ran out of the room, screaming.

But the show hadn’t even yet begun, Yakim Douan knew, and so he continued to watch, taking great pleasure as Yatol Thei’a’hu climbed out of the tub, pushing past any attendants who moved to help him, or to try to put a robe about his naked shoulders.

Thei’a’hu did have a blanket wrapped about him as he exited the house, more to ward the chill than out of any modesty, for it was obvious to all looking upon him, Yakim Douan’s spirit included, that the man was suddenly obsessed and single-minded.

That blanket also conveniently hid the tool Thei’a’hu would need to find his way back to Paradise.

The visiting Yatols had all been quartered in the same area, and so Thei’a’hu did not have far to walk to get to the house of Yatol Bohl, pushing right through the two soldiers standing guard at the door and banging on it loudly. When it was opened, by yet another soldier, Yatol Thei’a’hu did not wait to offer an explanation, but just forced his way through, screaming for Yatol Bohl.

The man came down the sweeping staircase at the back of the foyer a moment later, dressed exactly as he had been when Yatol Thei’a’hu had left him three hours earlier.

“Thei’a’hu,” he said, obviously stunned at the man’s appearance. “What is wrong?”

Thei’a’hu stormed up to him, Bohl holding his arms wide, his expression incredulous.

That look grew even more incredulous when Thei’a’hu’s knife jabbed into his belly.

“Heretic! Unbeliever!” Thei’a’hu cried, pumping his arm repeatedly, and with the strength of a man possessed and with the determination of a man who truly believed that his own salvation was at stake.

By the time Bohl’s stunned soldiers could restrain the intruding Yatol, Yatol Bohl lay curled on the floor, his lifeblood pouring out into a widening puddle that already took in more than half of the foyer.

Hovering above the entryway, the spirit of Yakim Douan watched it all, with a bit of regret, but in truth, thoroughly enjoying the spectacle. He considered his voyeurism there and felt a twang of guilt, wondering if he was no better than Thei’a’hu, taking his pleasure vicariously.

It mattered not, he decided, and he retreated back to his waiting corporeal form, preparing himself, for he knew that Yatol Thei’a’hu would soon be paraded before him to answer for the crime of murder.

Yakim Douan decided to play this delicately, and with ultimate contempt for those around him. He would hear Thei’a’hu’s story, then would retreat to consult with Yatol, then would return and proclaim Thei’a’hu a hero of Yatol.

The old Chezru Chieftain was still chuckling at the beautiful irony of it all when Merwan Ma rushed into his meditation room to tell him that he was needed in the audience chamber immediately.


Chapter 9
 [image: ]

Dark Solitude

THE PATH OF STARLESS NIGHT OFFERED A DARKNESS BEYOND ANYTHING THAT Brynn had ever known, deeper even than the blackness of the peat cave. Walking the tunnels, descending under the mountains beside Juraviel and Cazzira, Brynn began to understand a second element to the darkness, a profound sense of brooding, a quiet so intense that it numbed the ears and made her retreat within herself. She tried to consider the goal ahead, tried to find strength and determination in the realization that this dark path marked the end of her journey home. When they exited the Path of Starless Night, they would look upon To-gai, the grassy steppes of her homeland.

Brynn couldn’t hold the thought against the pounding silence, stifling and seeming almost hungry.

They had lamps, those curious glass-and-wood creations of the Doc’alfar, all glowing bluish white. But even the light seemed uncomfortable there, diminished and out of place. Given the limited range of the glow, it occurred to Brynn that their lamps served to highlight them to predators more than they revealed any predators to them.

The air was warm and still—so still that it settled about them like a heavy blanket, weighing down their steps. The tunnel was broken and uneven, so that even they, two elves and an elven-trained ranger, had to take care with every step not to stub their toes or trip and fall. Similarly, the walls were broken, with jags of stone all about, casting ominous shadows in the dim light.

“How much worse are these shadows in the flickering light of a flaming torch,” Cazzira said suddenly, her voice breaking the stillness so starkly that both Juraviel and Brynn jumped. “With each flicker, the shadows come to life,” Cazzira went on. “Many died in here in times long past, before we learned the secrets of the fazl pods. Those who traveled these paths became so numbed to any danger from the repeated dancing of the shadows that when real danger presented itself, they were caught unawares.”

Brynn regarded her glowing scepter, its carved wood handle and the frosted glass ball set at its top. The light was fairly constant, but in looking closely, the ranger did note that there were some things moving about within the frosted sphere.

“Fazl pods?” Juraviel asked, as if reading Brynn’s mind.

“Small centipedes of the deep peat,” Cazzira explained. “They make the light, though it normally dissipates into the air like a glowing mist. Encased in an airless globe, they glow for many weeks. Without them, we would have little chance of crossing under the mountains, for we could not carry enough wood and I doubt we’ll find any down here!”

The conversation died at that, and the trio went on. They came to many forks in the trail, and intersections, and crossed a few wider chambers, some that had many exits. But Cazzira went on in seeming confidence that she knew the way, and it took Brynn a long while to catch on to the secret: all choices in the path had been marked, subtly, in flowing elven script delicately carved upon the walls.

“Your people come down here often,” she said, and she winced, for her words sounded as an accusation.

Cazzira looked at her hard, as did Juraviel, the Touel’alfar silently signaling for Brynn to tread cautiously.

“You know the way, because the passages have been marked by Tylwyn Doc, I mean,” Brynn stuttered, trying hard to keep her tone nonconfrontational. “Your people are not strangers to the Path of Starless Night, I would assume.”

“We used to come in here quite often,” Cazzira answered after a long pause. “Once, many centuries ago, Tymwyvenne was comprised of two settlements, the one you have walked and one in here.”

“Why was the second abandoned?” Juraviel asked before Brynn could, the elf apparently past his trepidation at broaching the subject.

“The reasons are many, but in truth, this is not our place. Dark things crawl along these corridors, and after a few more days in here, you will understand why we prefer the open air.”

“I understand it already,” Brynn remarked, and Juraviel laughed in agreement.

They walked through the rest of the day—to the best of their estimation—and set a camp in a small side chamber, placing their glowing lamps strategically in the corridor outside, so that whoever was on watch would see the approach of a threat before it saw them.

The next day went the same way, with brief conversations punctuating the silent blackness. The second day, Cazzira showed them some moss and fungi that they could eat, and some other mushrooms that they would be wise to avoid. On and on they walked, and oftentimes crawled in corridors too low for even the two elves, and then set a similar camp.

The next day was much the same, and the next after that, and the next after that, where the only highlight was the discovery of a small stream where they could refill their waterskins, and even bathe a bit. Brynn was glad of that, very glad, but despite the clear water, every day they got a bit dirtier and a bit smellier.

On and on they walked, and the paths were so winding, left and right, that they had to wonder how much progress they were really making to the south. At times, the trail before them ascended at such an angle that they had to climb hand over hand, struggling for finger- and toeholds. At other times, the path dropped so dramatically that they had to take out the fine silken ropes Cazzira’s kin had provided, and slide down.

None of them complained; they just kept putting one foot in front of the other.

So many wondrous things did Brynn, Juraviel, and Cazzira see in the days to come: a wide underground lake, its water gently lapping at the shore, disturbed somewhere out in the darkness by something unseen and unknown; an underground waterfall, tumbling noisily, echoing like tumultuous music in all of the caverns and corridors about; strange and beautiful formations of crystals squeezed from the rocks, twisting and turning into exotic, shining shapes as they became pushed out over the eons.

The trio were walking through another wondrous place, a three-tiered plateau of gigantic mushrooms, thicker of trunk than a large oak and thrice Brynn’s height, when they came to know, for the first time, that they were not alone.

It came as a flicker of movement, a subtle brushing of darker shadows at the edge of Brynn’s consciousness. The woman couldn’t react defensively, couldn’t get her staff up to intercept the rushing creature as it ran past her, but she did let out an alarmed yelp.

His muscles toned to their finest warrior edge, Belli’mar Juraviel dove immediately to the side, launching himself into a somersault. As he came around, easily finding his feet again, he noted the shiny line of a thick blade, slashing through the air where he had just been. He started to call out to Cazzira, but saw that the Doc’alfar was already exploding into motion.

She came around on her tiptoes, her arms out wide, her small, golden-wood club flying at the end of one extended limb. She whipped it past the dark attacker, too far away for a strike, but with enough of a whipping sound to freeze the creature in place for an instant.

That was all Brynn needed. As the creature jerked upright, the woman dashed forward, slipping her bow between its widespread legs. She caught the leading edge of her bow with her now free hand and continued on, lowering her shoulder as she lifted with both hands, slamming into the creature, which was somewhat smaller than she, while her lifting bow took away its balance.

Down it went, crashing to the floor.

Before Brynn could pursue, she noted other movement, all about, and she came up just in time to set herself in a defensive posture against a second attacker.

“Goblins!” Juraviel yelled, as a pair of the creatures rushed through a well-lit area, their ugly features showing clearly. The elf leaped toward Brynn, then fell into another roll to avoid the thrust of a pair of spears.

Brynn shifted her bow out toward him, and Juraviel grabbed on, welcoming the momentum assist as Brynn pulled him right past her, to dive into yet another roll that brought him up between Brynn and Cazzira, and closer to the Doc’alfar. He started toward her, alarmed, but realized almost at once that Cazzira needed no help at that time.

Her movements were every bit as fluid, graceful, and beautiful as bi’nelle dasada, the elven sword dance. She twirled about, spinning on a pointed toe, leaping and kicking, and all the while shifting her small club from hand to hand, letting it flow out from her, an extension of her perfectly controlled body.

She seemed to leave an opening, and a goblin rushed in at her back, spear leading.

But Cazzira spun and the spear went past her turning back, and the goblin got too close, inside the reach of her club.

The crack was so pronounced that Juraviel and Brynn figured the Doc’alfar’s club must have split apart, but when the strike was finished, Cazzira continued her dance, intact weapon in hand, and the goblin skidded down and lay very still, the side of its head caved in.

Cazzira’s club swiped past another goblin, which hunched back out of range, then came on, for it seemed clear that the diminutive Cazzira had overbalanced.

Nothing could have been further from the truth. The club went sliding harmlessly past, but the Doc’alfar flipped it over to her other hand, her left hand, weaving against the flow of her body as she turned right to left. Her left turned under and handed the club back to her right, reversing the weapon so that Cazzira took its thick end.

Out snapped that right hand, stabbing the thinner, handle end of the club into the face of the attacker, whose own momentum worked against it.

Two goblins down and the dance went on.

Belli mar Juraviel’s fascination with the tantalizing dance of Cazzira nearly cost him dearly, for the goblins coming at him paid no heed to anything other than their intended prey.

The elf got his sword out in front to parry one spear and force the wielder of the second to hold back its thrust.

And then Brynn was there, right behind the attacking pair, her bow-staff held horizontally before her with widespread hands. She punched out, left and right, smacking both goblins hard, one on the back of the head, one on the shoulder, and both stumbled forward.

Where Juraviel’s fine-tipped sword stabbed them, one-two, one-two.

The elf spun about, and Brynn leaped up beside him, but the remaining goblins on the flank ran off screaming and shouting, shadowy forms blending into the darkness.

Both Brynn and Juraviel spun about to regard Cazzira, who seemed stuck in place, like a statue fashioned after a dancer caught in a pose, one arm extended above her head, her weapon held perpendicularly to it, back over and across her head, and her other arm out before her like some targeting instrument. She was up on one foot—on one toe, actually—with her other leg looped about the supporting limb, lending to her perfect balance.

No goblins approached; no goblins, save those on the ground about her, were to be seen.

“We must move from this place,” Juraviel said. “To tighter tunnels where goblins cannot throw spears at us from the shadows!”

“Some are wounded,” Brynn remarked, but if that meant anything to the two elves, they did not reveal it.

“Away! Away!” Juraviel demanded, and on the trio ran, past the towering mushrooms and out of the wide chamber, rushing down one narrow corridor.

Around the first bend, Juraviel, in the lead, came face-to-face with yet another goblin, its sickly eyes wide with surprise.

A fine sword slid into its belly; a club came past Juraviel’s shoulder to smash it in the face.

The three ran over it as it fell back, stomping it flat to the stone.

They heard the loud flapping of wide goblin feet in pursuit sometime later.

Brynn handed her lamp to Juraviel, then strung her bow as they ran, and when the sound closed in at their backs, she turned suddenly and let fly, her arrow disappearing into the darkness. She knew not if she hit anything, or if her arrow skipped harmlessly across the stones, but the sound of pursuit stopped for a bit, and the three ran on.

They crossed a large chamber, keeping near to the wall, then turned into the first opening, only to hear goblins, many goblins!

They passed that, and the second opening and the third, as well. Then, using nothing more than a simple guess, they charged down the next. In the dim light of her glowing lamp, Cazzira in the lead nearly stumbled over the edge of a precipice. She fell to her knees, watching in horror as a few loose stones fell before her, dropping out of sight.

Seconds later, the three heard the echoes of the stones bouncing along the deeper rocks.

“Back!” Juraviel yelled. “Quickly, before the goblins cut us off!”

“They already have!” cried Brynn.

“There is a way!” said Cazzira, pointing to the right, past the precipice.

Peering into the gloom, just at the edge of the lights, Brynn noted a rocky descending trail that seemed full of loose stones. She was about to point out the obvious danger there, but Juraviel and Cazzira weren’t waiting, with the Doc’alfar leaping out and beginning her controlled slide, and Juraviel hopping out behind her, his wings flapping furiously so that he put as little weight on the unstable slope as possible.

Brynn turned and let fly another couple of arrows, wanting the other two to be far below before she tried the slope with her greater mass. Then she went out, gingerly, and lay out on her side, using her bow like a guiding oar as she slid down, down, into the deeper blackness.

She caught up to Juraviel and Cazzira at an apparent dead end: a lip overlooking a deep, deep drop.

The two were working furiously—to set up some defense, Brynn figured at first, but she looked on curiously as they unpacked the fine silken rope, Cazzira taking one end and handing the bulk of it to Juraviel.

With a shared nod, the Touel’alfar leaped out into the blackness, wings beating furiously. He disappeared from sight, but the fact that the rope didn’t seem to be tugging at all gave Brynn hope that his descent was controlled, at least.

“He has found footing,” Cazzira told Brynn a few seconds later.

Brynn glanced back to see Cazzira tying off the rope around the stub of a stalagmite with one of her patented slipknots. Holding the rope in both hands, the Doc’alfar set her feet against the mound and pulled with all her strength, tightening the slack as much as possible.

“Use your belt,” she said to Brynn, then she looped her own belt over the rope and swung out, sliding away into the darkness.

Leaving Brynn, who had given her lamp to Juraviel, in absolute darkness, and with the sounds of goblins approaching.

The woman worked furiously, pulling off her belt and falling down to her knees, groping her way to the stalagmite mound and the taut rope. She had no time to pause and consider what she was about to do, no time to yell out and make sure that Cazzira was clear and she could come on, no time even to shout and ask how far she would have to slide. She just looped her belt over the rope, grabbed up her precious bow, and slipped out, tucking her feet defensively as she blindly slid over the rim of a deep chasm.

Juraviel and Cazzira put up lamps to guide her in on the other end, the pair standing on a landing, with a dark tunnel behind them. As soon as Brynn touched down, Cazzira grabbed up the rope and gave a deft twist and tug that detached it across the way.

They pulled it in and ran on, and this time, with a gorge blocking the way behind them, they did not hear the flapping feet of goblin pursuit. Still, they went on for a long, long time, until sheer exhaustion stopped them. They made their camp in as defensible a position as they could find, set their order of watch, and, despite their nervousness, each of them slept soundly.

They moved off with all speed the next day, along the only tunnel available to them, though Cazzira admitted that she had little idea of where they were.

“In Tymwyvenne, we have a saying that most who perish in the Path of Starless Night do so of old age,” she told them with a half-hearted chuckle. If she was trying to be humorous, neither of the other two caught it.

They seemed to be going generally in the right direction, south, as far as their instincts could tell, but more troubling, they were going down more than up. And the air grew warmer and more stifling with each passing hour.

The next change came so gradually that it took them all many, many steps to even notice.

Juraviel stopped, and the other two glanced at him and were held by the curious expression on his face. “The tunnels are not natural,” he explained. “They have been worked.”

Both Cazzira and Brynn moved to the side of the tunnel, holding aloft their respective lights to study both wall and flooring. Sure enough, they found crafted supports along walls and ceiling, and worked blocks flooring the somewhat even slope beneath their feet.

Brynn and Juraviel inevitably turned to Cazzira for some explanation, but the Doc’alfar had none to offer. “There are no cities down here, no settlements at all, that the Tylwyn Doc know of,” she explained. “Unless these are goblin tunnels.”

Juraviel was shaking his head before she ever finished that last, ominous thought. “No goblins made these,” he said with some confidence. “Goblins tear down, they do not create.”

“The world is a wide place, Belli’mar Juraviel,” Cazzira reminded. “By your own words, not all humans are alike—the men of the kingdom north of the mountains are not so closely akin to the To-gai-ru. Perhaps the same can be said of goblins.”

Juraviel considered the words briefly, but shook his head again. Not goblins.

“We should know soon enough,” Brynn put in, and she started away, the other two falling into step beside her.

The worked tunnel went on for more than a hour of walking, opening finally into a wide chamber sectioned by walls of mortared stone, each running out from a wall, left and right, and with a narrow doorway set in the middle. Gingerly, ready for fight or flight, the trio moved up to the door, to find that it was not fully closed, and was swinging unevenly on its old and rusty hinges.

Juraviel took the lead, gently pushing it open, studying the stonework immediately beyond, then rushing ahead, glancing left and then spinning around to the right, looking past the door.

Then he looked back to his companions and shrugged.

The trio went left, moving along a corridor of stonework walls, six to seven feet high, all the way to the wall, and finding only a dead end, with no other doors or openings apparent.

Juraviel looked at his companions, shrugged again, then hopped, beating his wings to lift him to the top of the wall. Then he leaped higher, a short flight that gave him an overview of the wide chamber for as far as his light source would illuminate. Knowing that he would make quite a fine target up there, the elf came down almost immediately.

“A maze of walls,” he explained. “There seem to be openings, but at opposite ends of each successive corridor.”

“A defensive design,” Cazzira noted. “To force enemies to battle along hundreds of feet of narrow corridors merely to cross this one chamber.”

“Then let us hope it is not now defended,” said Juraviel, and he started along the corridor the other way, all the way to the far wall, where they found an opening that turned back into the second corridor. All the way back to the other end, they found the entrance to the third.

Entering that third corridor, Brynn jumped up, caught the top of the wall, and pulled herself into a sitting position atop it. “My feet ache from the walking,” she explained, reaching back toward Cazzira. The Doc’alfar took her hand, and Brynn easily pulled her over the wall, while Juraviel fluttered up and over to join them.

And so they crossed, wall by wall, gradually working their way back toward the center of the room, and finally they came over the last of the thirty barriers, to find a series of carved steps leading between four fabulously decorated columns, and with a great iron door set in the chamber’s back wall.

The carvings on those columns told them much.

“Powries,” Juraviel said breathlessly as he inspected the worn reliefs. He looked to Cazzira, who seemed not to understand. “Bloody caps. Dwarves.”

The Doc’alfar shrugged and shook her head, even after moving beside Juraviel to see the fairly accurate depiction of one of the fierce powries sculpted into the column. Fittingly, that relief showed the powrie in a threatening pose, hooked sword at the ready and in full battle gear.

“If we go through that door to find a city of powries awaiting us, then we are surely doomed,” Juraviel remarked.

Cazzira looked up at him, a knowing grin on her face. “Yet you wish to open it as much as I do.”

A strange feeling washed over Brynn as she watched the two elves exchange smiles, a sudden intuition that some deeper connection was forming between them. She didn’t say anything about it, just followed, her bow in hand and ready, as Juraviel and Cazzira walked up to the large iron door, studied it for a few moments, then pushed it open, its rusted hinges creaking.

A thin, glowing fog awaited them.

“Fazl pods,” Cazzira noted, moving forward. Just inside the doors was a landing, a balcony overlooking a wide chamber with a series of plateaus stepping down into the bowels of the mountains. Hundreds of structures, houses and larger communal buildings, sat on those various plateaus, connected level to level by stone-worked stairways, all of it illuminated in dull white. They saw the pockets of fazl pod colonies, dozens and dozens of great living lamps and each containing pods numbering in the millions, by Cazzira’s guess. So many were there, that few corners of the various plateaus were hidden in shadows, and this city spreading beneath them was surely huge, level upon level upon level.

But, they learned as they descended the stairway from the balcony to the nearest plateau, it was a city long in decay. Upon closer inspection, the trio noted that the stones of the various buildings were crumbling, their mortar gone. What few items they found in the many houses, pots and clay vessels, utensils and stone furniture, were broken and dusty, with no sign of any continuing society.

They moved along, down another stairway, then across a narrow stone bridge to a small section of what seemed to be more lavish houses.

“Back!” Cazzira warned as soon as they had stepped off the bridge, and the other two froze in place.

Following her gaze, they saw the threat, first one gigantic subterranean lizard and then another, slithering across an area of tumbled stones. The creatures went on their way, bodies swaying in a fluid, mesmerizing manner, forked tongues flicking out before them.

“The new inhabitants,” Cazzira whispered.

“But what happened to the old ones?” Brynn asked; and intending to find out exactly that, the three went down again to another level, then down from there, and down again.

On what seemed to be the bottommost section of the city, in a chamber similar to the first they had crossed, full of defensible walls, and even with the rotted wooden remains of what seemed to be a ballista, they found their answers.

The room was full of skeletons, piled at every portal.

“Short and thick,” Juraviel remarked, holding up one broken femur. “Powrie bones.” He shook his head in disbelief as he searched on, for the bones were devastated, smashed and clawed. “What could have done this to a colony of hardy powries?” he asked, and the other two, having no experience with the powerful dwarves, didn’t truly understand the weight of that statement.

They made their way from pile to pile, coming to a wide-open anteroom, where they found many more bones, but with wounds very different.

Brynn bent low and picked one up, holding it for the other two to see. It was charred on one side, as if some intense heat had blasted across it with tremendous force. Likewise, one wall of the room was blackened and blasted.

“What war engine could have done this?” Juraviel asked.

“A dread wurm,” came a quiet answer from Cazzira a few moments later, and when both Juraviel and Brynn looked at her directly, she added, “Dragon.”

“Dragon?” Brynn echoed, and she looked to Juraviel, her expression full of doubt.

But Juraviel’s look dispelled those doubts, for he was nodding in agreement.

“Perhaps they dug too deep,” Cazzira remarked. “Perhaps they uncovered that which should have been left undisturbed.”

“Do you notice that something is missing?” Juraviel asked, and the other two looked at him curiously.

“Their weapons,” he explained. “Their armor. All of their treasures. The entire city, as far as we have seen, has been picked clean.”

“By centuries of pillagers,” Cazzira reasoned, and they left it at that and went back to their searching.

By the tunnel opening of the anteroom, Brynn found the next surprise. “This was no powrie,” she said, holding up a longer and narrower femur, charred on one side. Several other larger bones, human bones, they seemed, were about it, some crushed, others just burned.

“Humans and powries did battle in here?” Cazzira asked.

“Why would they leave only one set of human bones, then?” Brynn asked. “A traitor, perhaps, who betrayed his clan to the dwarves?”

“You assume too much,” said Cazzira, but her scolding was cut short by a cry of surprise from Juraviel, who had exited the anteroom to inspect the beginning of the tunnel beyond. He emerged from that shadowy place holding a piece of wood as long as his arm.

“What is it?” asked Cazzira.

“Darkfern,” Brynn answered as she inspected the piece, to see the silverel lines encircling it. “That was part of a bow, a Touel’alfar bow!”

Juraviel turned it over to reveal a tiny signature near the tapered end. “With the mark of Joycenevial, my father,” he explained. “This was the bow of a ranger—of that ranger,” he said, pointing to the human remains. He considered the piece of the bow and the mark and searched his distant memories.

“Emhem Dal,” he decided a few moments later. “Bow your head, Brynn Dharielle, for here before you is the final resting place of Emhem Dal, trained by the Touel’alfar to return to his home of To-gai more than three hundred years ago.”

“What does it mean?”

“It means that he never made it home,” said Cazzira.

“And that his sword, Flamedancer, was lost here,” Juraviel added. He looked at Brynn, his golden eyes narrowing with determination. “Are you ready to find and earn your ranger sword, Brynn Dharielle?”

The woman stared back at him hard, then nodded grimly.

“If the dread wurm has it, then you’ll not likely get it back,” Cazzira was quick to put in. “Behold the devastation of the beast.” She swung her arm about at the piles of charred and crushed bones as she spoke. “Behold the fate of the last ranger who stood before the dragon!”

“That was hundreds of years ago,” Brynn put in. “Can the dragon still be alive?”

“We shall see,” was all that Belli’mar Juraviel replied, his tone more grave and angrier than Brynn had ever heard it before. Clearly, the sight of the remains of Emhem Dal had unsettled him.

Cazzira suggested that they should return to the city to search for more clues, but Juraviel pushed on down the tunnel, his pace strong.

They followed their instincts, they followed the heat they could feel pulsing beneath their feet, then they followed the smoke, wafting through cracks in the floor on hot updrafts.

After three long marches, with only short rests in between, they came to a huge and broken chamber, with a shattered stone bridge that had once crossed a deep gorge. Far below, they saw the orange glow of fire, the heat radiating up to flush their faces.

“If the dragon remains, it is down there,” Juraviel said. “If Flamedancer remains, it is down there.”

“You cannot know that,” said Cazzira.

“I feel it,” was all the answer she was going to get.

Juraviel stood up straight, peering across the way. “We can work our way to the entrance of the tunnel.”

“Or we can go down there,” said Brynn. She spent a long time staring down into the gorge, then looked up at Juraviel, whose gaze led her to Cazzira.

The Doc’alfar chuckled under the intensity of those two looks. “What is life without adventure?” she asked at length.

And so they descended even farther, so far that they had to set their hundred foot rope several times. Sweat stung Brynn’s brown eyes as she hand-walked down rope and stone, finally coming out on what seemed to be the floor of the place.

On they went, the air smoky about them. Soon the reflected light of flames was enough so that they did not need their torches, and rounding a bend in the corridor, they happened upon the source of the light and the heat, a wide and winding chamber full of what seemed to be water—except that the water was burning at various points.

“There is oil leeching onto the water,” Juraviel reasoned.

“But what ignited it?” came Cazzira’s response.

“Let us learn,” said Brynn, and she stepped out from the bank onto a stone, then hopped to another. She paused there and bent low, and gradually lowered her hand to the water, dipping it below the surface. “Warm, but it does not burn.”

“Take that as comfort if you fall in,” said Cazzira. “A pleasant thought before the dread wurm eats you.”

For many minutes, they made their way along the only trail open to them, a broken walk of small ledges and stepping-stones that wound through the fires and across the waters.

“Do we even believe that the dragon is still alive?” Brynn asked. “Three hundred years is a long time.”

“Only in the measurement of humans,” said Juraviel. “Not in the memory of the Tylwyn Tou or Tylwyn Doc, and certainly not in the memory of the great wurms, the longest living creatures of Corona.”

“What do you know of dragons?” Cazzira asked.

“Only what you do, I presume,” Juraviel answered. “Since our legends on the matter should be similar.”

Brynn started to join in, but she stopped abruptly—so abruptly that the other two turned to regard her.

She stood there on a stepping-stone, looking down at the orange-glowing water, and when her companions similarly looked to the base of her stone, they recognized the potential problem—for the water was lapping at the rock, as if something had disturbed its stillness.

“Move along, and be quick,” Cazzira instructed. “I have little desire to meet a dread wurm out here.”

“I have little desire to meet a dread wurm anywhere,” Juraviel added.

Brynn pushed on with all speed, hopping from stone to stone, running along ledges, ducking stalactites when they dipped low to block her way, and choosing left or right without bothering to ask whenever they came to a fork in the way. They had to double back more than once, and saw more ripples spreading out toward them on several occasions, though they never discerned the source.

Finally, they found an opening in the sidewall, another dark tunnel beyond, and though they had to leap and even swim a bit to get to it, they went on without question, just glad to be away from the fiery lake.

The tunnel only went on for a short distance, opening up into a wide chamber, a pit, and with a larger chamber up above, one that glowed from some unseen light source. The climb was easy enough for Juraviel with his wings, and he went up without question, then sat there on the ledge above his two companions, staring into the larger chamber, his mouth dropping open.

“What is it?” Cazzira called up to him softly.

“Juraviel?” Brynn chirped in when the elf didn’t make any move to answer.

“It was worth the trouble,” he finally said, motioning for them to climb up and join him.

The wall was nearly fifty feet high, but it was of broken stone. Cazzira verily ran up it, and agile Brynn wasn’t far behind, and as each crested the larger room’s floor, each assumed an expression as dumbfounded as that worn by Belli’mar Juraviel.

There, spread before them, were mounds of treasure, gold and silver coins and glittering gemstones, pieces of armor and furniture, sculptures and dozens of metallic weapons.

“So we know what happened to the powries,” Brynn remarked dryly.

“But more importantly, what happened to the one who assembled this hoard?” asked Cazzira.

Juraviel motioned to the side of the largest mound of gold and silver, to a single curving white rib bone. A gigantic bone, that even a tall human could walk under without ducking.

“And so the wurm is dead,” Cazzira said as they approached. “And its treasure lies unguarded.”

“And so one of the wurms is dead,” came a correction, in a voice that was neither human nor elf.

The pile of gold and silver shifted and broke apart, and from within came the dread wurm, the great dragon, its scales all red and gold, its horns taller than a tall man, its blazing eyes slitted, like those of a cat, and with wisps of smoke coming forth from its great nostrils. Three sets of eyes went wide with surprise and horror, three mouths dropped open in simple awe at the most magnificent beast.

“Welcome, thieves!”

“Not so …” Juraviel started to say, gasping and stuttering through each word. But he stopped his sentence and started his legs, leaping aside as a great foreleg came swatting down at him, smashing into the gems and coins where he had been standing, rending the very stone of the floor!

Cazzira leaped in near to that foreleg and whipped her wooden club about hard, smacking it against the scaly limb.

She might as well have smashed it against the side of a rocky mountain.

“Run away!” Belli’mar Juraviel cried, and all three scattered, diving about the treasure mounds, using them for cover from the beast. The dragon thrashed its tail, sending a fountain of coins, gems, and trinkets flying about the room, showering poor Brynn, who went tumbling down over a smaller pile of spears and other weapons. She hit hard and turned about, fearing that the wurm was upon her.

But the dragon had gone the other way, in pursuit of Cazzira. The Doc’alfar cut around one pile of coins; the dragon lowered its head and plowed right through.

Apparently anticipating the move, Cazzira came right back out the way she had gone in, scaling another nearby pile and rolling right over the top, to slide down the other side.

“Good!” bellowed the dragon, and its voice boomed off the rock and seemed as if it would sunder the very stones that supported the chamber. “Make me work for my meal, that I might enjoy it all the more!”

In her worst nightmares, Brynn Dharielle had never imagined anything as powerful and monstrous as the dragon. It seemed as if it could kill her with its voice alone, and every time it spouted a word, a bit of flame came out with it! All that Brynn could think of was running away, diving back down the pit and rushing back across the fiery lake. Despite the plight of her two companions, the young ranger actually started on that very course—until something else caught her eye.

A specter hovered by the pile of weapons over which she had just tripped, the ghost of a man, a To-gai-ru.

“Emhem Dal,” she whispered, though she had no idea of how she knew the ghost’s identity.

The specter lifted a translucent arm, pointing to the side, and Brynn felt a command, one that she could not ignore. Pushing away the continuing thunder of the dread wurm, the shouts of Juraviel and Cazzira, the screeching of dragon claws on stone, Brynn rushed out to the side, toward a mound of assorted treasures, following the specter’s command. She reached the pile and began digging, having no idea of what she might be looking to find, for she had not taken a moment to consider any of this.

She just dug and dug, tossing aside goblets and jewelry, strangely shaped coins stamped with a dwarven face, and even a helm and short sword. And then another sword …

Brynn almost threw that second one, until she felt a wave of comprehension as her hand closed about its fashioned golden hilt, beautiful in design. It was formed into a sculpture of an elf dancing, her arms outstretched as she twirled, forming the crosspiece, and her head, fashioned of a light red ruby, serving as the joint between the slender blade and the pommel.

The blade was no less magnificent, razor thin and with delicate carvings running the length of the flat sides. It wobbled as Brynn flicked her wrist, but despite that, the woman could sense its immense strength.

Understanding the truth of the sword, a ranger sword, Brynn looked back to the ghost … but the specter was gone.

She came out of her trance then, and abruptly, seeing Juraviel flying over one mound, his bow in hand, launching a series of arrows back at the pursuing dragon.

Brynn sucked in her breath as Juraviel approached another treasure mound, thinking that it would stop him and that serpentine neck would catch up to him!

But the clever elf dropped right before he got there, and the lunging dragon snapped over him as he fell, colliding with the mound and sending a shower of coins and gems flying about the chamber.

“Run away!” Juraviel cried again. “To each your own, and find a way out!”

“No escape!” the dragon promised.

“Not for me, perhaps,” Brynn said under her breath, and with a howl, she charged forward, rushing past the surprised Juraviel as he continued his flight, rushing right toward the dread wurm, her sword held high.

“Feel the sting of Flamedancer!” the furious ranger cried, rolling past the snaking head, coming up between the gigantic forelegs. She chose her mark carefully, the hollow of the breast, and threw all of her momentum into the powerful strike, stabbing the mighty ranger sword for the dragon’s heart with all of her strength and passion.

To the sword’s credit, it did not break.

And to Brynn’s credit, she did manage to scratch the targeted scale a little bit. “Brynn!” Juraviel cried.

The young ranger considered the mark on the scale, realizing that if she had the time to strike a hundred times more, she might manage to get through that outer armor. With a sigh, she looked up, to see the wurm’s retracted head, those awful catlike eyes beaming down at her.

Up went a foreleg.

Brynn dove aside.

The dragon hit the floor with enough force to split the stone, the shudder knocking Brynn from her feet. The foreleg bore right through the floor, and the overbalanced wurm fell to the side, against yet another pile of treasure, disturbing it so that it began to flow out of the chamber and into the opened crack. It wasn’t nearly enough of a flow to topple the dragon, but the momentum of it did catch poor Brynn, carrying her along on a river of gems and gold, to spill out of the chamber, to tumble and bounce and fall along a rocky decline, smashing her body and head, tearing her clothing.

She didn’t know how far she had fallen, for she lost consciousness long before she settled far, far below the chamber of the dragon.

Cazzira never even tried to go in against the great dragon. As soon as the beast made its presence known, the elf turned and fled, and she almost made it into a side passage. Almost, but a great tail stamped down in front of the opening, blocking the way even as she reached it.

She stumbled into the tail, regained her balance immediately, and started off to the side, but a sudden swish of the great tail caught her and sent her flying away.

She hit the side of a treasure mound, and the unstable nature of that pile alone saved her from serious injury. For the mound gave beneath her, then tumbled about her, and she went down in a heap, coins and gems and jewels spilling over her, burying her as she lay there unconscious.

The dragon wasn’t even paying attention to her. The human woman had fallen down the hole, and so the beast had started into the hole in pursuit, its head snaking down after the tumbling human and dropping treasure. But the descent narrowed too quickly for the dragon to continue the pursuit to catch up, and the great head came back out, the beast roaring in anger!

That rage focused almost immediately upon a second figure, Belli’mar Juraviel, skittering for the open hole.

A huge claw slammed down in front of the running elf, barring the way—or seemed to, for the elf leaped, his wings flapping furiously, getting him up and around the blocking leg. And then he dropped, like a stone, into the opening.

But this time the dragon was not caught by surprise, and with frightening speed, the quickness of a striking serpent, the great head snapped down.

And when it came back up, the elf’s flailing legs stuck out between the beast’s huge fangs.

Brynn Dharielle opened her eyes, or rather, one eye, for the other was caked closed by dried blood. She was not in darkness, for her glow torch had fallen beside her, but she knew at once that the globe had been cracked, for unlike the sharp edge of light it had previously shown, it was now dulled, surrounded by a glowing white mist.

She remembered Cazzira’s explanation of the torches and feared that she would soon be in total blackness.

Spurred by that, Brynn rolled to her side and forced herself into a sitting position. At first, her thoughts went right back to the cavern above, to the huge beast and her fall, to her friends and the grim fate they had likely found before the dragon. But soon enough, Brynn noted all the glittering items about her: gems and jewels, and her newfound sword, a ranger sword.

Brynn picked it up reverently, then nearly threw it aside in anger, feeling that it had betrayed her with its inability even to pierce the great monster’s scaly hide.

She didn’t throw it, though, but held it up before her eyes. “Flamedancer,” she said, reciting the name Juraviel had spoken. She studied the fabulous detailing of the long and very slender blade, her eyes and her free hand roaming down to feel the cool metal and the sculpted hilt, the female elven form with the ruby head.

Brynn stood up and with a nod, slid the sword into her belt. She considered the tunnel far above her and realized that she could hardly retrace her steps back to the dragon’s lair.

Nor did she want to. The woman closed her eyes in a silent salute to Belli’mar Juraviel, and to Cazzira, who had become somewhat of a friend over the days of traveling the Path of Starless Night. But they were dead, she told herself—or else they, too, had escaped, and would likely do better than she in these dark tunnels. Either way, Brynn understood that she had to be strong, had to put Juraviel and Cazzira behind her, had to find her way out of those black tunnels and to her homeland, where she could lead the To-gai-ru to freedom and do honor to Belli’mar Juraviel and to all the elves who had trained her for the task.

She searched all about the fallen treasure then, ignoring the gems and the coins, seeking a light source, or anything else that might help her on her way.

The first thing of note that she happened upon was a beret, shining red even in the dimming light. She picked it up and put it on, more to keep her bloody and sticky hair out of her face than out of any fashion sense.

Almost immediately, Brynn began feeling a little better, but it was a subtle thing and she didn’t make the connection.

A gem-studded bracer lay nearby. Looking at her left wrist, which had been cut and bruised in the fall, she took the bracer and tightly strapped it in place. She completed the outfit by replacing her torn shirt with a fine-looking surcoat, lined with sown metal rings and tied with a red sash that held her sword perfectly.

And then she picked up her broken glow torch and started off along the hot and dark tunnels, determinedly putting one foot in front of the other. She shrugged off the pain as the hours passed, and searched out some food as Cazzira had taught her.

She made her camp in a side alcove and spent some time, futilely, in trying to repair her broken lamp.

Then she fell into a fitful sleep, remembering her lost friends in terrible dreams and awakening in a cold sweat.

But she dragged herself up and moved on, step after step, day after day.

The fourth day out, with miles of snaking tunnels behind her, her light source grew dimmer and dimmer, then winked out altogether, leaving her in total darkness. Overwhelmed by the sudden blackness, more profound than anything she had ever known, the ranger fell into a crouch and drew out her sword, praying for light, some light, any light.

And then her magical blade erupted in flames, and Brynn shrieked in surprise and dropped it to the stone. It lay there, burning, for just a moment, then the fire went away.

After she had recovered from the shock, Brynn fell to her knees, searching all about and finally gathering up the fallen blade. Then she stood again and presented the sword before her, and willed it to ignite once again.

It did so, as bright as any torch. Since she had no idea of how long the fire might last, Brynn started away immediately, and with renewed hope.

Days slipped past. Brynn walked among the shadows, climbed hand over hand up black chutes, and crossed an underground river, the waters freezing cold. She went on at times with the sounds of other creatures, predators likely, off in the shadows about her, and at other times in complete silence. She kept her focus on her goal, wherever it might lie and tried not to think of Cazzira’s remark that most who died in the Paths of Starless Night did so of old age.

On and on she went, through the hours and the days, and though her torch did not seem to be based upon any finite fuel, for it did not dim, the battered woman nearly surrendered on many, many occasions.

Nearly. For Brynn was a ranger, elven-trained, and Brynn was To-gai-ru. Her people needed her; she could not fail. It was as simple as that.

One morning, or perhaps it was evening, Brynn squeezed through a narrow opening into a wider, ascending chamber. It was a tight crawl, and an exhausting one, and so she paused in the larger area to catch her breath.

And felt a current of air.

Not the rising hot air of lava, but a true breeze.

Invigorated by the thought that her ordeal might at last be at its end, Brynn rushed along the tunnel. But as the minutes became an hour, she slowed; and when another hour passed, and then another, the woman had to stop and take her rest.

She walked on again after a short nap, and the feeling of the air became lighter about her, and the breeze seemed to intensify, just a bit.

And then she saw it, far ahead: a dot of light, real light, daylight!

Brynn extinguished her fiery sword and stood there staring numbly at the pale light.

And then she ran, as fast as her legs would carry her.

She exited the tunnel on the side of a mountain, but not too high up. Down below her, spread wide, were the blowing, brown-green grasses of her homeland, of To-gai.

At long last, Brynn Dharielle had come home.
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I have a strong belief that where we live greatly influences who we are and how we view the wider world. The people of Behren are quite different than To-gai-ru, and both are different from those people I met, Aydrian Wyndon included, from the kingdom north of the mountains, Honce-the-Bear. And by all accounts, the fierce barbarians of Alpinador are far removed from any of the other three human races.

Many people confuse the implications of these differences, though, for in truth, we all share a similar hope for our lives, that of improvement for self and community, for a better world for our children, for the continuation of our ways. Many people use the differences of the four cultures, exemplified by variations in appearance, to demean another race, and thus to elevate themselves. Even with my profound hatred of the Behrenese Yatols who conquered my homeland, I must try not to do that. I must try to recognize that their beliefs are the result of different experiences in a different land. Societies, like individuals, develop in response to the world about them, to the realities of the climate and the environment, the dangers and the joys they can find.

For the To-gai-ru, I prefer the old ways, the culture that evolved in response to the realities of the steppes. I believe with all of my heart that the old ways are the better ways—for us.

For we are a product of our culture, and our culture is, in great part, a product of the land around us. The people of To-gai are nomadic, because our survival is dependent upon the animal herds; whereas the people of Behren are settled, for the most part, in city enclaves. Their cities, all on fertile grounds, are often separated by miles of barren, blowing sand, and thus, their travels are limited by the harsh environment. Many of the characteristics that define the two races, To-gai-ru and Behrenese, are results of those different lifestyles. The To-gai-ru are riders, the finest in all the world, hunting on strong and swift ponies; we love our ponies as brothers sharing a journey. The To-gai-ru are archers, the finest in all the world, using great bows from horseback to bring down the beasts that bring us shelter and food. Because our lifestyle is so intertwined with the fruits of the steppes, we revere those beasts. We thank them for that which they give to us. We understand the delicacy of the land about us, the balance that must not be disturbed if our culture and our people are to survive.

The Behrenese, in contrast, more often ride the plodding camels that carry them across the great expanses of desert dunes. They farm more than hunt, for their land provides little game. They fashion and practice with weapons meant for war, not for hunting. There is a different mind-set necessary for a culture based on farming, I think. The Behrenese harvest and hoard; they do not live day to day, as do my people. They look to that which will increase their yield and their wealth, rather than merely reveling in the simple joys of existence. As they huddle deeper within the cities and farms, as they fashion the land more and more to their specific needs, they lose sight of the greater world about them, one that thrives on diversity.

And as they hoard, they covet, and greed feeds upon itself. They remove themselves from the natural pleasures and beauties, and replace these honest joys with created necessities: wealth and dominance. Only in assembling hoards of useless wealth do the Behrenese leaders, Yatols mostly, justify their existence to themselves. Only by building great burial mounds, filled with glittering jewels and sculpted artifacts, and built on the broken bones and backs of slaves, do the Behrenese leaders seek to assure their stature in the netherworld.

How they have lost their way! A presiding Yatol might have a treasury of golden goblets, too many to inspect or to hold, while his people live in squalor outside the crafted walls of his home—walls that he must construct for his own defense because his people live in poverty.

A To-gai-ru chieftain who so hoarded the wealth would be put out by his tribe—if he was fortunate. A nomad cannot build such defensive walls.

The hierarchy of Behrenese society established itself, Yatol to peasant, and the wealth of Behren was long ago divided among the leaders, though they are in constant strife attempting to redistribute the specifics. But as a whole, that wealth total is settled, and so to elevate the whole, wealth and class, the Behrenese needed to look beyond their own borders. With To-gai-ru serving as slaves, even the peasants of Behren are uplifted; and with To-gai ponies to sell to Honce-the-Bear, the kingdom increases its overall wealth.

So their useless treasuries will grow.

So their tombs will become larger and more elaborate, filled with more wasted jewels, and built upon more broken bodies.

It is a simple fact of my life that I hate the Behrenese. But I must not err, as I spoke of earlier, in confusing the society with the individual. I hate the culture that has grown in the desert kingdom, the culture that has felt a need to invade my own land and enslave my own people. I hate the Yatols who did not turn away from this murderous and heinous course, who instead claimed this conquest as their religious right, the true path of their god. Greed and arrogance go hand in hand, it seems.

I hate them, and I will free my people, or will die in the attempt.

But I must not err. I do not hate the Behrenese subject, the poor peasant caught up in the whirlwind of Yatol furor.

I must remind myself of that through every step of my journey if I am to remain true to the goal. I must remind myself of that through every battle and conquest, or I am surely to have my heart shattered and my purpose perverted to that which I most despise.

—BRYNN DHARIELLE


Chapter 10
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Kin and Kind

BRYNN WANDERED THE HILLS AND VALLEYS OF THE SOUTHERN SLOPES OF THE Belt-and-Buckle Mountains for nearly two weeks before finding a pass that would take her down to the grassy steppes. The going was easy, though, with plenty of food and cold, fresh water to be found, and no monsters or animals threatened her step.

The only battle she knew during those days and especially those nights was the one that continued to rage in her heart and mind. She had lost Belli’mar Juraviel, who had been her truest friend for the last decade of her life. She had escaped where he had not; she had run away while the dragon had burned him, or eaten him, or just crushed him flat to the stone.

Still, the young ranger knew that she had been given no options, that by the time she had awakened far below the dragon’s lair, Juraviel was already long dead. And she knew, in her heart and in her mind, that her present road was the correct one, the one that would be expected of her by Lady Dasslerond, and by Juraviel himself. Her life’s goal was not to avenge her dead friend, or even to return to his people to report his death.

No, Brynn Dharielle’s life’s goal lay before her, spread wide on the grassy fields of To-gai.

And so it was with a heart both heavy with sorrow and light with anticipation that Brynn made her way, day by day, step by step, with the sights and smells of her beloved To-gai thickening about her.

On one splendid morning, the young ranger awoke to the sound of thunder, and it came not from the sky, but from the ground below. Eagerly, Brynn crawled to the lip of the plateau where she had camped, looking down upon a grassy lea set among the mountain stones. A herd of pinto ponies, brown and white and black and white, charged about the field below her, agitated.

Brynn looked around, but saw no sign of any predators in the area, and no sign of any men. She studied the herd more closely and realized that the mares and the foals were running about mostly to stay out of the way of several agitated stallions.

Brynn nodded her understanding. One of the younger stallions was likely challenging the dominant male. The woman propped herself on her elbows and watched the spectacle unfold before her.

She soon discerned that there were three stallions involved in the ruckus. A large old male, scarred by many bites and kicks, was chasing two others in turn, warding them away. He was the leader, obviously, and the largest of the three—Brynn put him at fifteen hands and near to eight hundred pounds. He was more brown than white, showing only a few splotches about his thick torso, as was the second of the stallions, who seemed to be the primary challenger.

But it was the third of the group that truly caught Brynn’s eye. She figured him to be the youngest of the three, and he seemed to be spending more time keeping out of the way than in mounting any real challenge to the dominant male. His legs were white, his splotches rich brown and outlined with a lighter shade of brown. His mane was white, with a black tuft, and his tail black, and showing a white tuft; unlike most of the others in the herd, he had not the single blue eye, but a pair.

He seemed to Brynn to be a smaller version of Diredusk!

The young ranger bit her lip, hoping that the small pony wouldn’t be too badly injured in the ruckus.

The dominant male rushed at him, and he lowered his ears and head, ducking away in submission.

Or at least, he seemed to be, for as soon as the dominant male swung back to deal with the more aggressive challenger, the small pinto spun about and bit him hard on the rear flank, and when he turned to respond, the smaller horse bolted past, running in between the dominant male and the other challenger, leaving both startled and rearing, their forelegs clapping together hard.

The little pony cut a sharp turn and barreled back in, and it seemed to Brynn as if he hesitated, as if he was studying the ongoing battle to determine which of the others was gaining an upper hand! Then he went in hard and fast, kicking and butting the dominant male, who was clearly getting the best of the challenger, and by the time the smallest of the three ran out the other way, the two opponents were back on equal footing.

Soon after, the small pinto came in hard again, this time making a run at the challenger, who had gained the upper hand, and then a third pass, where he clipped both horses, who were fighting evenly at that point.

“Clever runt,” Brynn whispered with a chuckle, for she knew that this was more than coincidence. This pony was doing all it could to drag the fight between the larger horses out for as long as possible, and she understood that the clever pony meant to wear them both down and win the day!

And soon after, it happened just like that, with the small pony running off first the dominant male, then the exhausted and battered challenger.

“And so enjoy the spoils,” Brynn whispered, as the pony turned its attention to the mare that had started it all.

The young ranger was still chuckling as she packed up her gear and began her day’s march. She kept looking back, though, at the clever little pony. Something about him—and it was more than the resemblance to Diredusk—made her feel a connection to this one.

She was still thinking of the pony the next day, while walking through a wide canyon along the lower trails, when she heard the thunder of the running herd. Brynn quickly moved to the rocky wall and crouched behind a boulder.

The horses entered the canyon behind her, running hard, running scared, and an ensuing roar, low and rumbling, explained it all to the woman.

A mountain cougar, and not far away.

The horses thundered past; they weren’t in much danger, Brynn knew, as long as the trail was open before them, and unless the great cat was already up above them, ready for the spring. The young ranger ducked lower and instinctively clutched the hilt of her fine sword. If the cat couldn’t catch the horses, it might settle for a bit of human flesh …

She saw it, then, running along the rocky wall behind the herd, moving so smoothly across the uneven rocks that it seemed as if it was cruising across an open field. It was losing ground but stubbornly continuing the chase, ears flat and great legs pumping, adjusting perfectly to the uneven ground.

Until it saw Brynn.

The cat froze so quickly, so quietly and completely, that it seemed to melt into the brownish gray stone behind it. Brynn held very still, locking her stare on the spot until she was again able to mark the large and powerful cat. And it was a big one—Brynn estimated its shoulders at over four feet, which meant that one of its paws would more than cover her entire face. While it didn’t seem so formidable compared to the young ranger’s last foe, that horrid dragon, Brynn knew well the dangers of the brown mountain cats, for her people had often encountered them in the summer months, when their travels took them north to the foothills, and often with disastrous results. Many To-gai-ru had been buried in these foothills.

But Brynn was no normal To-gai-ru and had been trained in ways superior even to the best of her people’s proud warriors. She resisted the urge to rush back around the boulder, knowing that any sudden movement on her part would surely bring the cat flying in—and it was not too far away for a single great leap at her.

No, she had to let the cat move first, to trust in her abilities to react properly.

The passing moments seemed all the longer because the woman didn’t dare even draw breath.

The patient cat stared down at her, measuring her, and Brynn noted only a very slight, but very telling, movement: the cat subtly shifting its weight from hind leg to hind leg, tamping them down for better footing.

“Do not do it,” Brynn whispered under her breath.

Even as she spoke the words, the great cat sprang, flying down from the mountainside at her. With reflexes honed to near perfection, Brynn fell into a sidelong roll, angling her dive around the boulder so that the cat could not easily adjust its course toward her after landing. She came up in a defensive stance a few feet away, the mountain cat standing atop the boulder, eyeing her with slitted eyes. Head low, back legs settling for another charge, it gave an angry roar that shook Brynn to her bones.

She pushed her thoughts into her sword, then, and fire erupted along the blade.

The cat roared again, and shrank back, but only for a moment. This one was hungry, Brynn knew, and angry.

It came on with a suddenness that would have had almost any other warrior caught flat-footed, too fast for most to bring the fiery sword across in any semblance of defense. But Brynn was a ranger, and was so attuned to animals that she instinctively knew the spring was coming before it had even begun.

She spun back and to her left, sword coming all the way around as she completed the circuit to swat at the passing cat’s rump.

The cat cut quick, turning right around and leaping, this time high, for Brynn’s head.

She fell forward and to the ground, and while she didn’t have the time to turn her sword about to stab the cat as it flew above her, she did manage to punch out hard with the pommel, thumping the cat in the belly, and to push out with her newfound gem-studded bracer, forcing those deadly rear paws aside.

And as she did, the woman’s eyes widened with surprise, for a pulsing white light, bent and rounded like a shield, came forth from that bracer! As she regained her footing, she tapped her sword against it, and sure enough, it was a tangible thing, a shield of some kind of glowing energy. She wanted to inspect it more, but she had other matters to attend.

“Go away!” she yelled at the beast, as it turned again, and as she fell to her standard defensive stance.

This time, the clever cat stalked in.

Brynn stabbed at it, but it ducked back, then came forward, up on its hind legs, forelegs swatting.

Brynn worked her sword back and forth, batting the claws, stinging the cat with fire. But then it leaped, suddenly, and Brynn had to dive aside, and she felt a burn in her shoulder as one claw raked past. Her roll interrupted, she lay on her back and clutched at the wound reflexively, but had to let go and punch out, and try to bring her sword to bear as the great cat fell over her, all muscle and tearing claws and biting teeth.

She fended frantically, got in a hit or two, then just rested the flat of her fiery blade against the neck and head of the cat, holding it back, pushing it out to arm’s length so that those powerful claws could not get a firm hold, and she worked her pulsing shield all about, fending them further.

With a growl of protest, the cat retreated, and Brynn threw herself right over backward, moving lightly back to her feet.

The great cat circled to her right, seeming unsure, and stung, though not badly wounded.

Brynn went on the offensive, seizing the moment to rush forward, working her sword in an overhand slash rather than her customary straightforward stab to accentuate the flames and perhaps chase the cat off.

It did skitter back, dropping low on its front legs, ears flat, mouth open in a winding screech of protest and outrage.

Then the cat came forward and Brynn leaped back, and then she charged again, and the cat, after a moment, reversed its charge, retreating one stride, then turning back toward her.

Neither dared follow through, each respecting the other’s formidable weapons.

Brynn had no idea of how this might end. She couldn’t try to run away, obviously, for the cat was far too swift. And apparently she couldn’t scare the beast off.

The cat came on again, this time more forcefully, and Brynn had to continue her retreat, step after step, her sword slashing back and forth before her to keep the determined beast at bay. It roared all the while, and in the tumult, Brynn was caught completely by surprise as another form, the largest of all, entered the fray.

The small pinto pony cut between the combatants, head lowered and forelegs kicking at the surprised mountain cat. The cat leaped away and the pony reared and whinnied mightily.

As it came down to all fours, Brynn, hardly thinking, wasted not a second, grabbing its mane and leaping astride its strong back, and the pony jumped away.

On came the mountain cat, springing and roaring.

Brynn didn’t have her seat well enough to control her mount, but the pony needed no guidance. Ducking its head low in a full gallop, it went left and then right, then left again, putting a bit of ground between it and the pursuing cat, and then it ran full out and straight on, angling for an area of fallen logs and boulders. Instinctively, Brynn started to tug the horse to the side, to avoid the rough ground, but the pony would not be deterred. In it charged, and Brynn found her balance just in time before the pony leaped the first boulder, gave two quick strides, and soared over a log that was propped up by stones on one end. There weren’t two strides before the next hurdle, though, and the footing was bad, and so the pony came down and went right back up on its hind legs, not quite releasing into the jump, but rather, giving a short hop and then a second to clear the way.

Like a rabbit, Brynn thought. Looking back, she saw that the pony’s choice had proven correct, for the mountain cat had gone around the first boulder and had then lost ground ducking under the log. Now, coming past the last obstacle, the cat bolted, but the pony had already gained its momentum and was in full stride. The mountain cat kept up with it for a few more strides, even managing a swipe at the pony’s hind leg, but it could not hold the pace.

Brynn and the pony came out the other side of the canyon at a full gallop, and when the woman finally managed to look back, she saw the mountain cat standing there, staring back in obvious frustration.

The pair rode on for some time, and Brynn did little to guide the pony. She sat comfortably, her legs hardly pressing its strong sides and her hands gentle on its snowy mane, for she knew instinctively that the pony would not throw her. As a child, Brynn had seen many horses taken in and broken for riding, and so she understood just how extraordinary this entire encounter had been. For the pony to come back anywhere near the mountain cat was amazing, and for it to stop and then allow Brynn to climb atop its back was even more so.

Still, there were many stories about such encounters, such immediate bonding between rider and mount, scattered among the legends of the To-gai-ru, a people intimately tied to the marvelous horses of the steppes.

Finally, convinced that the mountain cat was long gone, Brynn shifted her weight back a bit and gave a gentle tug on the pony’s mane, whispering into its ear, “Ho.”

The pony eased down to a stop and Brynn slid off. She came around the front, scratching the side of the pony’s face, looking into its smooth blue eyes, and seeing intelligence there. “Thank you,” she said, and she kissed the pony on the nose. When she backed up a bit, the young stallion tossed his head a few times, up and down.

Brynn smiled and scratched its ears again. “Where are your friends?” she asked quietly. “Did they send you back to defend the rear?”

The pony nickered and lowered its head to the grass, munching contentedly. Truly, it seemed in no hurry to be off to rejoin the others.

Brynn knew that she couldn’t push this budding relationship, though she dearly hoped that the pony would remain with her. She didn’t have a rope, and even if she did, she wouldn’t use it on the pony after it had just saved her from that difficult battle!

No, she wanted the pony to become her mount, her friend and ally—even more so, she understood, because she now felt so alone, with Belli’mar Juraviel and Cazzira gone. But it would have to be a friendship of mutual agreement, and on that note, it was all up to the pony.

Brynn petted the pony again for a few moments, then sighed and turned about and began deliberately—if not too swiftly—walking away.

Her smile could not be contained when she realized that the little pony was walking behind her.

An hour later, Brynn came upon a small lea, sheltered by rocks and by trees, and decided to make camp under the boughs of some thick pines, with plenty of grass about for the pony.

“Well, what am I to name you?” she asked, and the pinto looked at her as if it understood her every word. “So clever and such a hero, and here I thought that you were the runt of the herd!”

She smiled as she finished and looked into the pinto’s blue eyes knowingly. When she was a young girl, she and her mother used to play many word games, nonsensical and simple fun, and one song in particular stood out to her as she looked upon the beautiful pony, a rhyme that she and her mother had made up about another smallish horse, the runt of the clan’s herd. Brynn could not completely remember the rhyme, but she did remember the word, “runtly,” that her mother had used to both describe the horse and fit lyrically into the song.

“Runtly, then,” Brynn announced to the pony. “I will call you Runtly!”

The pony threw its head up and down, several times.

Brynn knew that it had understood, and she couldn’t have been more delighted.

The young ranger and her pony spent the next several days together, sometimes riding the lower trails, but more often just walking, with Brynn leading the way and Runtly plodding along, seemingly contentedly, behind. The weather remained mostly clear and chilly, for though they were moving lower in the foothills, the season was pushing on.

All the while, Brynn tried to get her bearings, looking for some landmark—the jagged, peculiar face of a mountain, perhaps, or a winding stream—that would jog her childhood memories and give her some idea of where a tribe of To-gai-ru might be encamped. She knew that the season was somewhat late for any of the tribes to be so close to the mountains, and so she was relieved indeed when she saw a line of thin smoke, marking a camp.

She climbed onto Runtly’s strong back and urged the willing pony along at a swift pace. Goose bumps showed on her bare arms, and her mouth went dry, her hands damp, at the thought of seeing her people again for the first time in more than a decade, for the first time since becoming an adult. She grew more nervous with each passing stride and had to remind herself over and over again that she was well prepared for the meeting. The Touel’alfar had trained her in many of the arts that her people held dear, and had gone out of their way to tutor her, often using her own language and not their singsong tongue.

It occurred to her, then, that the elves had not similarly treated Aydrian concerning language. Brynn never recalled Lady Dasslerond, nor any of the others, speaking to Aydrian in the tongue common to the folk of Honce-the-Bear, but only in the elven tongue. That struck her as odd indeed and, for some reason she did not understand, set the hairs at the back of her neck on edge, but she couldn’t pause and ponder it just then. Aydrian’s road out of Andur’Blough Inninness was years away, she believed—not knowing that the young man, barely more than a boy, was even then in fast retreat from Dasslerond’s captivity—while hers lay right before her, right under that line of gray smoke, perhaps.

She bent lower and urged Runtly along, soon cresting a ridge and pulling the pony up to a stop, her smile wide.

And fast disappearing. For there below her was not a To-gai-ru encampment as Brynn remembered them, with deerskin tents set about in a rough circle around a large cooking pit, with horses running free in the fields all about and watchers guarding those fields from high vantage points, protecting the herd that was so vital to the To-gai-ru survival. Brynn had even suspected that she might encounter a watcher up there on the northern ridge.

There was no watcher. There were no horses running in the fields, as far as Brynn could tell. And no tents! The settlement below her was not the temporary encampment of To-gai-ru, but a true settlement, with permanent structures, and even a trench-and-wall barrier surrounding the whole of it. There were houses fashioned of wood and clay, with sod roofs. They were connected by cleared pathways, roads, all centered around a wide town square. Directly across that square from Brynn stood the largest structure in the town, a long and tall building with a sloping roof constructed of interlocking beams that formed a row of X’s, front to back, and with small towers, minarets, at each of the four corners.

It was a distinctive design, and one that Brynn would come to mark well and despise in the days ahead.

Her eyes scanned the structure for a bit, but were drawn away, to the side, to the second-largest structure in the settlement, long and wide and low, and with several fenced-in areas about it. A stable, she knew, for more than a dozen horses milled about those corrals, and even from that distance, she could hear more whinnying from within.

Her mouth open now, with shock and with anger, Brynn just shook her head helplessly.

It took her a long, long while to muster up the strength to prod Runtly down the slope to the settlement. As she neared the gate, Brynn noted that there were many Behrenese about, wearing their typical light-colored robes and turbans, and more than a few suspicious expressions turned her way. The To-gai-ru who saw her looked on with equal curiosity, but with expressions that showed less sinister undertones.

Brynn feared that wearing her surcoat and her armor, and particularly the beret and that fabulous sword hanging at Runtly’s side, might have been a mistake. Perhaps she should have stripped off the pilfered items and bagged them, coming in as a simple To-gai-ru wanderer.

“Too late now,” the young woman said with a shrug of her shoulders, and she pushed Runtly forward at an easy, unthreatening pace.

“Halt!” came the expected cry from one of the four guards standing about the gate area.

Brynn shifted back and gave a slight tug on the pony’s mane.

The four guards, Behrenese all and with one of them, a woman, wearing the distinctive overlapping scale armor of the Chezhou-Lei, came forward. The three common Behrenese soldiers looked a bit nervous at first, but quickly settled beside their mighty Chezhou-Lei companion.

The female warrior regarded Brynn gravely, then grunted at one of her companions.

“Who are you?” the man said immediately, and obediently, Brynn thought.

“I am Brynn Dharielle,” she answered honestly, for she could think of no reason to hide the name she was best known by, though it was not her true name.

“From where have you come?”

Brynn shrugged and looked back over her shoulder at the mountains. “From there, the foothills.”

The To-gai-ru quickly translated to the Chezhou-Lei, and the mighty warrior regarded Brynn even more closely, her dark eyes narrowing. She said something in the Behrenese tongue, which Brynn did not understand.

“What village do you call home?” the translator asked. “And what tribe?”

“I was of Kayleen Kek,” Brynn answered, again honestly. “But that was many years ago.”

“And now?”

“Now, a wanderer.”

The man tilted his head, as if not understanding.

“A wanderer,” Brynn said again. “Surely you have encountered To-gai-ru wanderers, in this season, in this region near to the mountains.” The man still didn’t seem to catch on, and Brynn worked hard to suppress her smile. In Behren, there were nomads, mostly desert bandits riding from oasis to oasis, and in To-gai, wanderers—as they were called, for they were even more nomadic than the tribes—were even more common, and much respected among the tribes. Wanderers were the information bearers, informing the tribes of news from other encampments and often guiding the hunters to areas with better game signs. Brynn remembered well the excitement among her friends whenever a wanderer approached Kayleen Kek.

“You are young.”

“Not so young,” she answered. “But I am tired and desire a warm bed this night, and a fine, cooked meal.”

The Behrenese translated to the Chezhou-Lei woman, and she paused for a long moment, then nodded at the man.

“Dee’dahk would not turn you away, Brynn Dharielle,” the man explained. “If the Ru will have you, then enter. But be warned,” he added grimly, staring hard at Brynn, “Champion Dee’dahk will tolerate no insolence from any under her watchful eye.”

Keeping her face devoid of expression, revealing nothing that could be viewed as threatening or mocking, Brynn slipped down from Runtly and straightened her clothing, then pointedly untied the sword and strapped it about her slender waist. Dee’dahk was watching her every movement, she knew, and so she tried to appear a bit clumsy, at least.

“You can stable your horse inside,” the Behrenese soldier continued. “Bargain the price as you desire. For your lodging, you will have to seek out among the other Ru, but expect that my master, Yatol Daek Gin Gin Yan, will wish to speak with you.”

Brynn held her ground for a long moment, digesting the names and the tone, trying to make some sense out of the obviously huge changes that had come over her homeland. So, there was a Yatol here, and a Chezhou-Lei? Was every “village” like this, under close scrutiny?

She started forward, Runtly stepping easily behind her, but she stopped suddenly and turned to her pony. She scratched his face and neck and pulled his ears and whispered to him comfortingly, then she turned him about and gave him a smack on the rump, and the pinto trotted off for greener grasses.

Dee’dahk immediately exploded with a stream of agitated words.

“That is not allowed!” the Behrenese translator shouted at her. “The horse will be brought in!”

“This is their land as much as ours,” Brynn explained.

“This is the land of Yatol Daek Gin Gin Yan!” the man screamed at her. “The horse will be brought in!”

Brynn considered it for a moment, telling herself repeatedly that this was not the time to start a fight. She understood that the Behrenese would in no way harm Runtly—a To-gai pony as fine as he would be far too valuable for that! She gave a short whistle and the pony stopped and looked back to regard her. A second whistle turned Runtly around, walking back at his own leisurely pace.

“Then I expect that I shall not be staying here for long,” Brynn explained when the pony reached her, and she started toward the open gates, Runtly right behind. She didn’t bother to return the glare that Dee’dahk was casting her way.

She reminded herself again, many times, that her duty to her people now was to gain information, to learn all that she could about the present state of affairs in To-gai.

The time for fighting would come soon enough, she knew.

“You are a bit young to be a true wanderer, are you not?” an old woman, Tsolona, said to Brynn that same night, when she joined most of the village adults in a common room set off the village square, in full view of the distinctive and huge Yatol Temple.

“Not so young. And older than I appear in experience, if not in years.”

“Ah,” said Balachuk, the woman’s companion, a wrinkled and leathery old man whose eyes remained as bright and sharp as those of any twenty-year-old. “And where is it that you’ve been wandering?”

Brynn smiled as she considered the depth of her forthcoming answer. She wanted this discussion to go completely the other way around, with her asking the questions about To-gai, and not the To-gai-ru interrogating her. She had found no trouble in getting lodgings; several To-gai-ru families had offered to take her in at the cost of a few tales, and she had accepted the invitation of this very couple. One Behrenese man had offered, as well, and Brynn had almost accepted, thinking that she might garner much information about her enemies by becoming a confidant of one of them. But then she had looked into the man’s eyes and had seen the truth of his intent, though his wife would be in the same house.

“Along the mountains, mostly,” Brynn answered slowly, very conscious of the fact that a pair of Behrenese men were sitting at a table not too far away and were listening somewhat more than casually. She knew that she was being watched wherever she went, as the leaders of the town tried to learn as much as they could about this strange woman and her unusual equipment. Brynn looked at the two men out of the corner of her eye, and added, loudly enough for them to hear, “And under the mountains.”

The old couple looked to each other in surprise, and others about the immediate area of the large room shared that expression. The whispers began almost immediately, and within a few moments, Brynn found herself surrounded by folk, To-gai-ru mostly, but even with a few Behrenese, all waiting to hear her tales.

And so she told them—the part under the mountains, at least, though she kept out any mention of Juraviel and Cazzira. Every face screwed up with confusion as she told of the dwarf city, for the To-gai-ru and Behrenese alike had little knowledge of powries, and every eye went wide indeed when Brynn told her tale of the great dragon and its hoard of treasure.

She played it to maximum effect, dramatizing her words by standing and even mimicking some of the battle actions as she described the fight. At one point, she cried out, “So I thrust my new sword against the great beast’s leg!” and spun to the side as she did, stabbing out with her bare hand, and taking delight, along with all of the others, in the way several of the audience leaped back, one even giving a shriek.

All the while, though, Brynn subtly glanced at the two Behrenese, who were still sitting at their table, still pretending, unsuccessfully, to be ambivalent about the newcomer or her tale. They were hearing her words, she knew, and marking them well, and likely, they’d be speaking with Yatol Daek Gin Gin Yan before Brynn’s scheduled meeting with him the next morning.

“They say you are of Kayleen Kek,” one man to the side remarked.

“Long ago,” Brynn replied, and simply hearing the tribal name evoked memories of her carefree childhood days.

“A fine tribe!” another man offered, and many about nodded and sounded their accord, and at that moment, Brynn knew that she had come home. The tribes of To-gai were not often friendly with each other, and were oftentimes at war. But there was a mutual respect among them, and an understanding, in the greater scheme of the world, that they were all one people, the proud To-gai-ru.

The one disconcerting expression that Brynn saw came to her from Barachuk, who seemed a bit confused, even suspicious.

She wasn’t overly surprised, then, when, after many more tales, including many that Brynn at last coaxed out of the others, old Barachuk turned to her on the way back to the house, and said, “I knew Kayleen Kek. I once traded with them and hunted beside them. I know of no family Dharielle.”

Brynn noticed the gentle, but firm, way Tsolona put her hand on Barachuk’s forearm, as if reminding him that Brynn was one of them.

Still, Brynn certainly understood Barachuk’s concern. Kayleen Kek had not been a large tribe, numbering no more than three hundred, and with only twenty distinctive families. And in this day, under the harsh rule of Behren, there was reason for suspicion.

Brynn stopped walking, as did her two companions. She stared into Barachuk’s sharp eyes. “Do you know the family Tsochuk?”

The man assumed a pensive pose for a moment, then his eyes widened. “Keregu and Dhalana,” he started to say, hesitantly.

“And their daughter, Dharielle, who was spared on that evil morning when they were murdered, left to carry the image,” Brynn finished.

“Brynn Dharielle,” Tsolona breathed.

“You are that little girl?” Barachuk asked, then he nodded, scrutinizing her. “The age is appropriate.”

“Poor girl,” said Tsolona, in a voice that was both sympathetic and strong, resigned to the harsh realities of life. She moved closer and put her hand on Brynn’s arm in the same manner she had done to Barachuk a bit earlier.

Brynn shrugged and let it all go, holding her strong expression and posture and refusing to allow herself to bring back that terrible image. There was no room for any show of weakness here, no time to allow her pain to transfer into anything other than that simmering and determined anger that drove her on in her mission.

“I left Kayleen Kek, alone, the next day,” Brynn explained. “I know nothing of the tribe—are they still traveling the steppes?”

“In a village, much akin to our own, I would guess,” said Tsolona.

“Few follow the old paths,” said Barachuk. “To-gai has changed.”

“Become civilized,” added Tsolona, an obvious frustration in her snappy voice.

They walked on quietly, arriving at the small and unremarkable house a few minutes later. Barachuk waited until after they had settled before pressing on. “How did you survive? Which tribe took you in as their own? And are they still up there, in the foothills?”

The tone of that last question and the glimmer in his dark eyes tipped Brynn off to Barachuk’s feelings on that particular subject, and she knew then that she was among allies, among To-gai-ru who longed for the old ways, the customs from before the coming of the hated Behrenese. Relief accompanied that realization, for though Brynn could hardly imagine many of her people surrendering their identity to the conquerors in but a decade, she had indeed feared that very possibility.

“I was with no tribe,” Brynn admitted. “I was not even in To-gai. I traveled north of the mountains.”

That widened her companions’ eyes! The To-gai-ru were a nomadic people, but their travels had distinct borders, the mountains being one of them. Few To-gai-ru had ever traveled through them; fewer still, and none in memory, had ever returned.

“Your words are …” Barachuk started to say, but he stopped and just shook his head.

“Hard to believe?” Brynn finished for him. “Trust me, both of you, if you knew all of my tale, your eyes would widen even more.” As she finished, she reached into her pouch and pulled forth the powrie beret, placing it on her black hair. The two looked at her curiously, obviously not understanding.

For a moment, Brynn entertained the thought of drawing forth her sword and setting its blade ablaze, but she held back, thinking it wise not to reveal too much, even to this couple, whom she already trusted implicitly. For they would likely talk, to friends at least, and Brynn knew that the Behrenese might well start evesdropping on Barachuk and Tsolona now, as they had already been observing her.

“It is the headpiece treasured by a race of mighty and wicked dwarves, called the powries,” Brynn explained. “Much of this armor that I wear is of powrie make, I believe.”

“You befriended dwarves?” asked Tsolona.

“No.”

“You warred with them, then. The spoils of battle?”

“No, I have never seen a powrie. This was taken from the lair of a much greater foe, in a cavern deep under the mountains. A creature so mighty that it could raze the land!”

The old couple looked to each other, a flash of amazement on their faces, but one fast replaced by a grin of doubt.

“And you killed this creature?” Barachuk asked.

“No, the dragon was quite beyond me,” Brynn answered honestly.

“Ah, yes, the dragon,” said Barachuk, seeming far from convinced.

Brynn nodded, holding her calm in the face of their obvious doubt. “But I escaped the great beast, and with some treasures.”

“Girl, you grow more curious by the moment,” the old man remarked.

Brynn smiled, and let it go at that. She was tired, and had an important meeting the next day.


Chapter 11
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The Sash of All Colors

PAGONEL STARED AT THE RED SASH HANGING ON THE HOOK BY THE DOOR OF HIS small and unremarkable room, at its rich hues, bloodlike, the symbol of life among his order, the ancient and secretive Jhesta Tu mystics. Pagonel was one of only four among the 150 brothers and sisters to have earned the Sash of Life, but when he took it down from the hook and belted it about his waist, securing his tan tunic, he did not wear it with pride.

If he did, he would not have been worthy of the sash.

No, Pagonel wore the sash in simple optimism, for himself and for all the people of all the world. He was Jhesta Tu, dedicated to a life above the common, a life spent in reflection, in the quiet attempts of understanding, and in the hopes that such understanding of life and death and purpose would lead him to a place of absolute enlightenment.

The Jhesta Tu were not a large order; this place, the Walk of Clouds, nestled high among the volcanic mountains along the southern border where both the deserts of Behren and the steppes of To-gai came to an end, was their only temple, and few brothers were out on the roads of the wider world.

Very few, since the Yatols of Behren would not tolerate the Jhesta Tu, and the To-gai-ru had little use for them.

Most of the Jhesta Tu were of Behrenese descent, and most of those who were not, like Pagonel, traced their ancestry to To-gai. But all within the Walk of Clouds had entered at a very young age, and few had any memories other than those at the temple. They got their glimpses of the world outside from the books and oral presentations given within their mountain home, which was built into the side of a towering cliff facing, a walk of five thousands steps from the broken floor of the torn region.

A crackle and then a thunderous boom resounded outside of the one small window in Pagonel’s south-facing room, but it only amused, and did not startle, the forty-year-old mystic. Some of the younger Jhesta Tu were practicing with the magical gemstones, he knew, in preparation for the celebration of the autumnal equinox that evening. Lightning bolts and fireballs would light the ever-misty gorge beyond the Bridge of Winds that night, Pagonel knew, and he smiled at the thought, for he truly enjoyed the revelry, and knew that his contributions to the show would bring pleasure to many of the younger mystics. Few at the Walk of Clouds could utilize the gemstones as well as Pagonel, though even he was no master with them, certainly not compared to the mighty Abellican monks of the northern kingdom of Honce-the-Bear. For in the eyes of the Jhesta Tu, the gemstones were not sacred, no more than were the grass and the wind and every natural thing in all the world. Their order was based on inner peace and contentment, a joining of mind and body and external environment that blended into pure harmony and equilibrium. While the Jhesta Tu appreciated the power of the gemstones, and particularly the inner searching required of one attempting to use the gemstones, they did not hold them as sacred and did not consider them a gift from god.

Another crackle and boom combination took Pagonel from his private reflections, and he made his way to his window and peered out, to see a group of younger mystics gathered on the Bridge of Winds, the clouds of mist rising from the gorge before them. Most wore the white belt of air, the first of the sashes, one that signified, more than any attainment of knowledge, the willingness to open one’s mind to gain insight. Some wore the second, yellow belt, which signified growth from air toward the brown belt of earth.

One that Pagonel saw, though, wore the blue belt of water, a high rank indeed, and it was this mystic, a woman of about thirty years, who was putting on the lightning display.

Another bolt shot out from her hand, slicing into the mist and crackling into a thunderous report, and the others on the bridge cheered and clapped their hands with joy.

Pagonel felt that joy, but it was dampened by a sudden insight, a realization that he would not attend the celebration that night.

The mystic moved back from the window, hardly believing the realization.

He would not attend.

He could not, would not, leave his room this day, or this night.

He saw the lightning bolt again and again, following its curious tracing through the misty air before it. A line of pure energy.

His breath coming in shallow gasps—ones that could be corrected by those wearing the white belts of air, who were learning the properties of drawing various breaths—Pagonel fell back farther into his room, fell back further into his thoughts. He pictured that bolt of lightning again, but this time it was inside of him, a line of energy running from his head to his groin, a balance, a line of power.

Pagonel cleared aside some clutter and pulled forth his meditative carpet, an intricately designed weave of sheep’s wool, one that he had crafted himself over the course of two years. He sat down upon it, crossing his legs and bringing his hands together in front of his lean and strong chest, then very slowly dropping his hands to his thighs, palms facing upward. Then Pagonel went into his conscious relaxation, visualizing each part of his body and forcing it to sink more deeply into a quiet and relaxed mode. He felt hollow and empty, letting all the clutter leave his body and mind.

Then, when his body and mind were quiet, Pagonel allowed the image of the lightning bolt to grow again in his thoughts. But rather than just picturing the bolt cutting through the mist again, he let it grow beside a sensation of power within him, the line of his own life force, the energy that defined him more than his mortal trappings ever could.

He lost all sensation of time and space, fell into himself more completely than he had ever known possible, touched his life force with his consciousness for the first time.

And he stayed there, finding, for the first time, the most perfect harmony.

Pagonel blinked open his eyes, staring at the dark room. Slowly, very slowly, the mystic lifted his hands out to the side, then brought them in together before his chest. His breath came slow and deep as he used the techniques he had mastered in the many years he had worn his white sash, then he consciously forced that breath into his muscles, his arms, and his legs.

Moving in perfect balance, in the smooth harmony of his muscles, Pagonel unfolded into a standing position, his hands never moving from in front of his chest.

The mystic blinked again and looked around, trying to find some hint of how much time had passed. He went out into the hall, to find it empty, all the doors closed. He went down to the hall of lights, a circular room lined with rows of burning candles, and with several angled mirrors and small rock fountains strategically placed to catch and distort the light.

Pagonel caught sight of himself in one of those mirrors, and he was pleased by the contentment he recognized in his rich brown eyes. Something profound had happened to him in his chamber, he knew, and he understood what it was.

“Three days,” came a voice behind him.

Pagonel turned and bowed. “Master Cheyes.” In the Walk of Clouds, there were three other mystics of Pagonel’s level, the Red Sash of Life, and there were only two who had achieved the level beyond that, the Belt of All Colors, the symbol of enlightenment—Master Cheyes and his wife, Mistress Dasa. In all the centuries of the monastic order, the number who had so achieved this belt was minuscule, under a hundred, and to have two such masters in the Walk of Clouds at one time was almost unprecedented.

And now Pagonel meant to announce that a third would be joining them.

“I have seen the Chi,” he said quietly.

Master Cheyes nodded solemnly. “It is as I assumed when you did not emerge from your room for the celebration of the equinox, three days ago.”

Three days? Pagonel laughed, somehow not surprised.

“I had hoped that you would see it, Pagonel,” Master Cheyes continued. “It is good that you have, for now there is a road before you.”

“I have touched Chi,” Pagonel explained. “I have grasped it. I know it.”

His stream of pronouncements had the old and wrinkled master rocking back on his heels. Few dared make such a claim, and for one of Pagonel’s tender age to touch and fully grasp Chi, as Pagonel was claiming, was practically unheard of. Master Cheyes’ wife, Dasa, had only found Chi two years before, in her seventy-eighth year, her seventy-fifth of formal study.

“I would walk the Path of All Colors, Master Cheyes,” the younger man said confidently.

Master Cheyes nodded, for though it seemed obvious to Pagonel that he doubted the claim, he was powerless to say so. The discovery of the Chi, the highest level of enlightenment, was a personal undertaking and claim, one that went beyond the supervision of Cheyes, or of any master.

“You understand the danger?” Master Cheyes did ask, as was required. “And you understand that there is no need to walk the Path of All Colors at this, or at any, set time?”

“To wait is folly, as I am prepared,” Pagonel assured him.

“I am bound to say no more, Pagonel.” Master Cheyes bowed his head in respect, in acknowledgment that Pagonel was no longer his student or his inferior. If the man succeeded in the walk, then he would instantly become Cheyes’ peer. If he did not succeed, then he would be dead. There was no middle ground; at the moment Pagonel announced his intent, his days as the student of Master Cheyes and Mistress Dasa ended. “The chamber is ready, as it is always ready.”

Head bowed, Cheyes walked away.

Pagonel nodded confidently. He had seen the Chi, the inner life, the joining of body and soul, and in that recognition, he held no doubts about the outcome of his walk. He went straightaway to a little-used stairway in the far northern reaches of the temple. He moved down three levels, to the bottommost common area, and to an ironbound doorway that had not been opened since Mistress Dasa had made the journey. He grabbed the ring at the center of the door and felt the heat emanating from beyond the portal. A sudden jerk clicked the locking mechanism and the door cracked open, a blast of hot wind hitting Pagonel in the face.

He stepped through, onto a landing, and closed the door behind him, then turned and waited a few moments, allowing his eyes to adjust to the dim, orange light, a glow from far, far below.

He had gone beyond the worked tunnels of the Walk of Clouds, into a natural cavern sloping down to the depths of the mountain. It took him almost half an hour to reach the end of that corridor, a rocky, natural chamber with a single door set in the far wall. Beside that door hung many red sashes, identical to the one Pagonel now wore.

The mystic walked to the wall and nodded as he took note of how well most of the sashes had held up over the years. Most were well over a century old, and the air in that place, with its nasty sulphuric smell, was very acidic, and took a devastating toll on most cloth.

Pagonel removed his own belt and hung it on an open peg. His hand lingered upon it for a long while, for though he had only worn it for a few years, it had become more than just a symbol, but a constant reminder of the road of his life.

The man let go and quickly pushed open the door, stepped through, and closed the door behind him, well aware that he would never see that sash, or the room in which it hung, again.

Now he was in a wide and dimly lit chamber, crowded with life-size statues in various battle poses, a room similar to the one in which he had earned his Sash of Life.

This was not the test of his new enlightenment, though, but rather, a precaution against any who would come in there prematurely. For these statues were set on a “living” floor, a series of pressure plates that incited the manikins to action, and only one skilled enough to have earned his Red Sash could walk through there, avoiding the traps.

With complete confidence, only pausing long enough to remind himself that he had to hold his focus on the present, rather than on that which awaited him, Pagonel removed his soft slippers and started across the room.

His feet felt the subtle vibrations beneath him as he padded across. His mind and body moved in perfect harmony, turning sidelong to avoid a sliding statue, spear outstretched, then, in the same movement, ducking low to avoid a spinning statue, glaive cutting the air above him.

He came up in a leap, anticipating rather than sensing, the spikes stabbing out of the floor beneath him. He landed to the side, balanced perfectly on one foot, then stepped confidently ahead.

A spear shot at him from the shadows.

Pagonel’s torso was ducking even as his arm was sweeping up, his forearm catching the spear just under the head and turning it harmlessly high and to the side. He fell into a forward roll that brought him under two slashing swords, came up in a leap that brought him over a thrusting spear, then moved, turning side to side, even spinning about once or twice, to avoid a series of other thrusts and slashes.

And then he stood before the far door, beside a huge lever set into the floor. Grasping it tightly, he pulled it back, settling it into place. Then he waited as the minutes passed, becoming an hour, as the counterweights all refilled with sand, resetting the dangerous room. When all the sliding and scraping ended, Pagonel returned the lever to its resting position, and, with a deep breath, walked through the door, entering onto a tiny landing in a wide but low natural cavern, full of orange light and intense heat. For the chamber was split before Pagonel by the life flow of the mountain, a river of running lava.

The mystic reached quickly into himself, gathering his Chi, willing a defense against the killing heat. Human skin and blood could not suffer the intensity, but the Chi certainly could. Pagonel reached within and brought forth a shield of energy, a determination that blocked out the pain.

Settled again, Pagonel looked at the walkway before him: a narrow metal beam, stretching out across the cavern to a waterfall of orange lava. The walkway, too, glowed with heat.

Pagonel focused his inner strength into a cluster of energy, then brought it down to his feet. Slowly, without fear, the mystic stepped out onto the metal walkway, which was no more than a few inches wide. He placed one bare foot in front of the other, denying the heat and the pain so completely that it did not burn his skin.

Out he went, to the very end of the walkway, standing just a few feet from the lava fall, almost close enough to reach out and touch it. Pagonel regarded all the area around him, for there seemed no other path, and yet he knew that he could not go back.

He nodded as he came to understand, and he backed up several steps, then fell even deeper within himself, to the power of life, and he brought it forth as a shield.

Pagonel exploded into a short run, then leaped, head back, arms outstretched, fists clenched.

He burst through the wall of falling lava, and somehow held his balance as he landed on a narrow walkway on the other side. Suppressing his elation, for this walkway too was glowing hot and any distraction that released Pagonel’s grasp of his inner force would almost instantly take the skin from his feet, the mystic walked along, finally entering a second tunnel, again sloping down.

He walked for several hours, soon in almost absolute darkness, before he saw the tiniest glow of daylight up ahead. Pagonel held his determined stride and did not break into a run, reminding himself that this day was a blessing upon him, good fortune, and should not be tainted by foolish pride.

He came out of the tunnel, into the daylight, in a deep, deep pit, a circular area barely ten feet across. There, hanging on a jag in the stone, the mystic saw the symbol of his achievement, the Sash of All Colors. Reverently, he took it in his hands. It was made of fine strands of treated silk, so narrow and finely woven that in all but direct light, the sash appeared black. When the sun hit it, though, the sash shone of every color in the rainbow, and Pagonel tilted it up then to catch the dim rays, to see some hint of its true splendor.

He would spend the next few months weaving the sash for the next one to pass the test of Chi, he understood, and when finished, he would walk to the spot far above him, the lip of this deep, deep pit, and toss it in, to wait here for years and years, decades, even centuries, perhaps.

That was the way of Jhesta Tu.

Pagonel belted on his sash, a reminder of who he was, then looked about him for a way up. The hole was several hundred feet deep, at least, and the walls were sheer.

No obstacle to a Master of Chi.

Pagonel found again the line of energy, head to groin, and brought it forth about him like a shroud, using it to counter his own body weight.

He began to float, near to the wall, and hand-walked his way up, up, until he stood among the boulders.

A short walk through a narrow pass brought him below the Bridge of Winds, at the base of the long, ascending stairway. He resisted the urge to float up to the bridge, to amaze those students who witnessed it, and walked instead, humbly, one foot in front of the other.

Masters Cheyes was waiting for him.

“I am pleased, Pagonel,” he said.

“I held no doubts.”

“If you had, you would not have survived. There is success or failure, and nothing in between.”

Pagonel nodded, understanding perfectly well. Those mystics who had attempted the Path of All Colors out of determined pride, those who had not truly seen and come to understand their Chi, had failed, to their doom. For those mystics who had reached the point of enlightenment, the test could not be failed.

“You must begin the replacement of the sash, of course,” Master Cheyes remarked. “Have you determined your road beyond that?”

“To-gai,” Pagonel replied. “I have seen the steppes and the grasses in my dreams and I know that I must return there.”

“I am old, my friend, as is Mistress Dasa. You may one day return to the Walk of Clouds to find that you alone wear the Sash of All Colors. That is a heavy responsibility, my friend, but one that you will carry well.”

Pagonel nodded and smiled warmly. He understood the truth of Cheyes’ words, of course, and the realization that his road beyond the temple might take him forever away from this dear man and his dear wife brought a moment of regret.

Only a moment, though, for Pagonel had seen his Chi. He understood now the eternity; he feared neither his own death nor that of any friends, because he knew that there was no true death, only transcendence.


Chapter 12
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Pragmatism and Patience

MERWAN MA LOOKED ON WITH SURPRISE AND EVEN FEAR AS CHEZRU DOUAN grilled Master Mackaront. Merwan Ma had rarely seen his master this agitated, and this particular instance seemed very out of place for the normally controlled Chezru Chieftain.

“How many gifts must I shower upon Olin?” Yakim Douan shouted. “Shall you leave with wagons of gold and jewels, only to return for more wagons of gold and jewels?”

“The monies are not for Abbot Olin,” Master Mackaront calmly replied, even patting his hand in the air in a futile effort to calm the uncharacteristically explosive Douan. “They are to convince his followers that their voices at the College of Abbots should be heard loudly.”

“The College of Abbots,” Douan echoed, spitting the words. “By the time your College is convened, Abbot Olin will be long dead!” He came forward out of his cushioned chair as he spoke, and Mackaront shrank back beneath his withering glare and fiery tones.

“Father Abbot Agronguerre has shown remarkable strength,” the Master from St. Bondabruce admitted. “We did not think that he would live through the summer.”

“But he has, and now you come here telling me that the process of preparing the vote will take longer, that Agronguerre’s health has unexpectedly improved. He will survive the winter, so you now believe, and if that is so, then perhaps the spring and summer, as well. When will you convene your College of Abbots, Master Mackaront?”

“We cannot know.”

“Can you not schedule it for next fall in anticipation of the inevitable?”

Mackaront blanched at the suggestion. “We cannot presume to know when God will take Father Abbot Agronguerre to his side.”

“God,” Yakim Douan spat. “This is not the work of God, fool, but rather the stubbornness of an old man too afraid to lie down and peacefully die. And what does it say of your Church if your leader fears death?”

Mackaront fell back even more, but then reversed his course and stood up forcefully, glaring at the seated Chezru Chieftain.

Merwan Ma narrowed his eyes, ready to spring upon the man should he lift a hand against the God-Voice. And truly, Master Mackaront seemed on the verge of an explosion, trembling visibly, jaw clenched so tightly that his teeth were grinding.

If Yakim Douan was the least bit fearful, he did not show a hint of it. He settled back in his chair, crossing his legs and tapping his fingers together before him.

“You presume …” Mackaront started to say, and it was obvious that he had to force every syllable out of his tightened jaw.

“Enough, my friend, enough,” Yakim Douan said quietly, holding his hand up before him. “We are all anxious here, all frustrated that old Agronguerre will not quietly pass on and allow Abbot Olin his rightful ascent.”

“You cannot insult …” Mackaront pressed, apparently bolstered by the Chezru’s shift in tone.

But Yakim Douan’s fire returned instantly and he lowered his hands, freezing the man with a stern glare. “I say nothing that you do not already fear,” he replied, his voice flat and even, which gave it all the more power. “And I do not fear to speak the truth, however painful that truth might be to hear.”

“I will not—”

“You will sit down and hear whatever it is I have to say!” Yakim Douan shouted suddenly. “You come here as a beggar, seeking riches and bearing no news that rings sweetly in my old ears. So take your gold and your gems and continue the campaign for Abbot Olin. And pray, Master Mackaront, to whatever god you discover honestly within your heart, that old Agronguerre accepts the inevitable and goes to his reward.

“Because I am running out of patience. Tell that to your Abbot Olin.”

Master Mackaront started to reply, but Douan waved him away, and told him to be gone.

As the door closed behind the departing master, Merwan Ma sat looking at Chezru Douan, seeking some signal from the man. When they were told that Master Mackaront was back in Jacintha, they had assumed he had come bearing the news that Agronguerre was finally gone and that the College would be scheduled for the spring. The Chezru Chieftain’s surprise at hearing that not only was Agronguerre still alive, but apparently in better health, had not sat well upon him, obviously.

Still, the depth of his angry turn had caught Merwan Ma off his guard. Chezru Douan had voiced his wishes that Abbot Olin ascend in the Abellican Church, but still, Honce-the-Bear seemed a kingdom far, far away, separated by nearly impassable mountains. And though Entel was a short boat ride from Jacintha, neither Behren nor Honce-the-Bear could mount enough of a fleet to threaten the other. Why, then, was the continuing reign of Father Abbot Agronguerre of such great concern?

Yakim Douan sat in his comfortable chair for a long while, staring out the window at the shadowed mountains. Finally, he rose and moved to a small table at the back end of the room and shuffled some parchments about, including a message that had been delivered from the To-gai front, from Yatol Grysh, that very morning.

Yakim Douan lifted the parchment and began to read through it again.

“Do you know what they are calling one of their leaders?” he asked a moment later.

“Who, God-Voice?”

“The To-gai-ru rebels,” Douan explained. “One band of raiders has named their leader Ashwarawu.” He turned to Merwan Ma, an amused grin on his face. “Do you know what that means?”

Merwan Ma muddled over the foreign word for a few moments. He recognized the pattern of the name’s ending, and thought that the To-gai-ru word, “awu,” had something to do with compassion, but finally, he just shook his head.

“Ashwarawu,” Yakim Douan said again. “He who kills without mercy.” The Chezru Chieftain snorted and chuckled. “The pride of the conquered. They have so little left that they grasp at every fleeting hope.”

“Yatol Grysh asks for help?” Merwan Ma asked, though he knew the answer, of course, for he had perused the note before handing it to the Chezru Chieftain, as was expected of him.

“It is not unexpected,” Douan said, trying to sound resigned but coming off as more than a little bit perturbed by it all. “He asks for an eight-square of soldiers.”

Merwan Ma nodded. An eight-square was one of the basic formations of the Behrenese military, sixty-four men squared up in eight rows of eight, with all flanking soldiers carrying towering protective shields, and those in the middle holding spears to poke through the defensive walls.

“Send him his soldiers,” Yakim Douan instructed, and Merwan Ma nodded.

“No,” the Chezru Chieftain said a second later, holding up one pointing finger, as if he had just found a revelation. “Send him a twenty-square … no, two twenty-squares.”

Merwan Ma’s eyes popped open wide. It was not his place to question the decisions of the Chezru Chieftain, but two twenty-squares? Eight hundred warriors?

“Yes, God-Voice,” he stammered.

“These minor uprisings in To-gai are expected, of course,” Yakim Douan explained. “A conquered people is not truly conquered until a full generation has passed, at least. We show them a better life, but it will take the death of the old and stubborn barbarians before the younger To-gai-ru will come to accept the simple truth. These bandits roaming the steppes are not old men, but younger ones trying to please their misguided elders. Better that we eradicate the problem without question, here and now. Two twenty-squares to Yatol Grysh, then, with instructions to Chezhou-Lei Wan Atenn to take these soldiers and scour the countryside.”

Yakim Douan’s lips curled up into a perfectly wicked smile. “Let Wan Atenn earn the title Ashwarawu.”

Despite his confidence in the decision to take powerful action against To-gai, Yakim Douan went through the rest of that day with little joy, for he understood the truth that his time of Transcendence was slipping back. He had hoped that he would not have to suffer another winter, even a mild Jacintha winter, encased in his aging bones. But that would not be, not even if Yatol Grysh took his new army and killed every rebellion-minded person in To-gai.

The Abellican Church in the north did not move quickly, Douan understood. If Father Abbot Agronguerre’s health was indeed rallying, then it would be many, many months before they could ever organize and convene a College of Abbots.

For some reason he did not understand, Yakim Douan felt that he should not attempt Transcendence until after the situation in Honce-the-Bear was resolved. The mighty neighboring kingdom seemed at peace, but it had recently been ravaged by plague, and the Abellican Church, in particular, had been turned upside down by a supposed miracle.

All that the Chezru Chieftain had seen as a bedrock base of stability seemed to be shifting under his feet.

But old Yakim Douan could accept that. The centuries had taught him, most of all, pragmatism and patience. This was not the time for him to become vulnerable. So be it.

He glanced back once over his shoulder before he entered the circular room that held the sacred chalice, though entering was certainly no breach of any rules. He was the God-Voice and could do as he pleased.

Still, when dealing with this chalice, Douan always reminded himself that he was harboring a dark secret that must never be revealed.

He approached the central podium nervously, rubbing his fingers together. Then he stopped and chuckled, considering his posture and expression. To any onlooker, he would look perfectly appropriate, for all the followers of Yatol approached this chalice in this uncertain and reverent manner. The irony was not lost on Yakim Douan, for though he was wearing the appropriate mask, he was doing so for very different reasons than his underlings might know. The chalice held nothing of the sacred, or even of the spiritual—in terms of any god-figure—for Yakim Douan. But he held it in no lower esteem. For within this item, within the blood, was the gemstone that he had learned to master, the secret to his immortality.

What were the gods of the others, if not the hope of that very thing?

As soon as he put his hands about the decorated chalice, Yakim Douan felt the connection to his precious gemstone. Though he had known that it was in there, of course, and though he had known that he could access it, it still came as a relief to him when the connection was realized.

He fell deep within the gemstone and deep within himself, exploring all the corners of his aging physical form.

He found those areas of pain, the clenched muscles and weakened bones, and he used the magic of the hematite to bring relief and healing and energy. For a very long while, Yakim Douan stood there, purging his body of impurities and infirmities. He knew that it would be a temporary and imperfect fix for the one ailment that could never be cured: aging. But this would get him through the next months in relative comfort, until the time came for him to cheat the end result of aging once again.

Merwan Ma came upon Chezru Chieftain Yakim Douan quite by accident that day. He went to the chalice chamber merely to clean the place—for the care of such a sacred area could not be entrusted to mere servants.

He was quite surprised to find Douan in there, so much so, in fact, that he gave a little cry when he noticed the Chezru.

But Yakim Douan, deep into the magic by that point, didn’t even hear him.

That lack of response piqued Merwan Ma’s curiosity. He scolded himself for intruding upon the God-Voice, and started out of the room, but his natural curiosity held him, for just a bit.

Merwan Ma could not understand what was going on in there, for it was no ritual that the God-Voice had ever related to him. And while he understood that Yakim Douan could not be questioned, nor could he err in matters spiritual, something about all of this settled uncomfortably on Merwan Ma’s shoulders.

The realization of his discomfort only prompted the loyal servant of Yatol to scold himself again and remind himself that he was ignorant.

Ignorant.

He scurried out of the room, taking care to close the door gently so that he did not disturb the great Chezru Chieftain.

He consciously denied his feelings of discomfort.

His subconscious was not so easily controlled.


Chapter 13
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Never the Horse

HE WAS TO-GAI-RU, AND NOT BEHRENESE. BRYNN HAD NO DOUBT OF THAT AT ALL from the moment she had entered the tapestried room in the Yatol Temple to stand before Yatol Daek Gin Gin Yan. His hair was straight and raven black, and his skin was not the delicate, chocolate brown most common among the Behrenese, but held a ruddier hue, a touch of yellow within the rich tones so unique to the To-gai-ru. While at first glance, his physique seemed more like that of a Behrenese man, the softer and rounder lines more common among people living in the luxury of cities, Brynn noted the strong underlying musculature along his bare forearms. And when he shifted in his seat so that his flowing robes tightened about one leg, she noted, too, the muscular set of his thighs, both indicative of the hard riding of a To-gai-ru.

He stared hard at Brynn as she stood there calmly before him, with Dee’dakh, who was half a foot taller than she, at her side. The Yatol narrowed his eyes several times, and stubbornly did not blink, obviously trying to intimidate the woman.

Brynn worked hard not to match that stare. Knowing that this man was To-gai-ru made her hate him all the more. He was a traitor to his people, abandoning the old ways and embracing the conquerors’. He was everything that Brynn was not, holding fast to everything she despised—she knew that from his title and his heritage. There was little more, if anything, that needed to be said between them, as far as she was concerned. But Yatol Daek wouldn’t see things that way, she knew, and so she let him play his game for the time being.

“Kayleen Kek,” he said, a hint of derision in his somewhat shrill voice speaking perfect To-gai-ru. “I did not know that any of Kayleen Kek remained anywhere to be found. Certainly they do not proudly announce their presence.”

The insult rolled from Brynn’s shoulders; she gave it hardly a thought. She knew that she was being tested.

“I see that you chose to wear your sword,” Yatol Daek observed.

“It would bring dishonor to you if I had not,” Brynn replied. “This is a meeting of station, and my station is that of warrior. To come in here adorned differently, for our initial meeting, would be deceptive, would it not?”

She had spoken truthfully concerning To-gai-ru tradition. A sheathed sword was a sign of honesty, not of threat.

At her side, Dee’dahk bristled, giving Brynn the distinct impression that the warrior woman was not nearly as deaf to the To-gai-ru language as she had pretended at their first meeting.

“You fancy yourself a warrior, then,” said Yatol Daek.

“I am. There is no pride. There is no ambition. There is only truth.”

“A fine warrior, I suppose.”

“It is not a measure that I seek,” Brynn answered. “My skills have kept me alive through my trials, and thus, they have been sufficient.” She couldn’t help but twinge a bit as she considered that her skills had not been enough to keep Belli’mar Juraviel and Cazzira alive. Her answer was perfectly in line, again, with To-gai-ru tradition, where such things as battle skill were not measured for vanity, but more for pragmatism. Rather, skill levels were viewed as more akin to one’s legs—long enough to reach the ground.

“There is a true warrior standing beside you, you know,” Yatol Daek remarked.

“I am well aware of the reputation of the Chezhou-Lei,” Brynn calmly answered. She subtly glanced to the side as she spoke, noting that Dee’dahk had stiffened a bit with pride.

“Perhaps I should arrange a contest between you two,” Yatol Daek said, speaking more to himself, it seemed, than to Brynn or Dee’dahk. “Yes, that might be a fine idea.”

“To what end?”

Brynn’s blunt question elicited a glare her way from the traitor To-gai-ru. “Is it your place to question?”

Brynn gave a hint of a shrug, but otherwise did not answer.

“Perhaps I will arrange such a contest for my amusement,” Yatol Daek went on. “Yes, watching two women do battle for my enjoyment …”

Brynn let it all roll away from her, thinking the man a perfect fool. She entertained a fantasy of allowing Daek Gin Gin Yan his game, of slaughtering Dee’dahk then turning her wondrous blade upon the Yatol, cutting him down in front of the whole, grateful village.

Patience, she reminded herself. Patience.

“Let me see your sword,” the Yatol said suddenly, motioning to her with one outstretched hand.

Brynn drew out the fabulous weapon and presented it vertically before her, but not close enough for the Yatol to grasp it.

“Hand it over,” he instructed.

Brynn slowly turned the blade around, allowing him to view the masterwork crafting and design, but did not move it out toward his hand at all. Her expression was not defiant, nor was it confrontational.

“The code of the To-gai-ru warrior prevents me from handing my sword to any but one who has defeated me at irysh kad’du,” she said quietly, referring to the greatest challenge in To-gai-ru society, a test of horsemanship and courage.

“Irysh kad’du has been outlawed,” Yatol Daek said. “You know that, of course.”

Brynn most certainly did not know of that. For a moment, she allowed her flash of stunned amazement to show upon her face. Had it gone that far already? Had the To-gai-ru been so completely conquered that they had abandoned the most sacred of their rituals, irysh kad’du? How had her proud people allowed this to happen without going back to war with the Behrenese?

Brynn fought hard to put all of that out of her thoughts, reminding herself that this was not the time for violence. She needed to use this place, and this traitorous Yatol, to gain better insights into her enemies.

Yatol Daek reached out a bit farther, motioning for the sword, and despite her desire to maintain a controlled environment there, she made a quick movement that slid her precious sword back into its scabbard.

Fires burned in Yatol Daek’s dark eyes.

“If the challenge is outlawed, then none shall touch my sword until I am dead,” Brynn stated, and Dee’dahk at her side bristled again, like a horse straining at the bit.

Yatol Daek sat back and continued to stare at Brynn, an amused expression on his plump face.

For a moment, Brynn thought that she had stepped over the line, that the man would agree to her terms and instruct Dee’dahk to kill her. Still, on this point there could be no other open path; Brynn would certainly not turn over her amazing elven sword to any potential enemy!

Yatol Daek relaxed, though, and the moment of danger seemed to pass. “You may remain in the village,” he decided suddenly, and he waved his hand and looked away.

It took Brynn a moment to catch on, but she realized that she had been dismissed, and so, with a shrug, turned and started toward the door.

“Without a proper pronouncement of departure?” came Yatol Daek’s question behind her.

Brynn turned, looking at him with confusion. Apparently, she had broken yet another rule.

“I will forgive yet another of your transgressions,” Yatol Daek remarked haughtily. “But if you intend to stay here—indeed, Brynn Dharielle, if you intend to survive—then you would do well to learn what is expected of you.”

Brynn resisted the urge to show him her sword again, this time horizontally and point out.

She made no gestures at all, though, no sign of confirmation or denial of his last statement, and walked out of the room and out of the building. She knew that Daek Gin Gin Yan was inside conversing with Dee’dahk at that very moment, likely trying to discern the best method for discrediting Brynn in front of the other To-gai-ru, or for simply eliminating her altogether. She knew that she would be watched every step during her stay in Yatol Daek’s domain, and she suspected that her refusal to bend to his will would force a confrontation with him, and with Dee’dahk, fairly soon.

She knew, too, the dangers of that course, for this was a fine opportunity for her to come to better understand the truth of the present state of To-gai.

But so be it, she decided.

Layered in skins, from the shaggy and heavy coat of the brown ox to the silver accents of the wolf, and with a tall and strong physique of corded, rolling muscle, Ashwarawu looked every bit as fierce as the reputation that preceded him. His long legs hung far below the belly of his pinto pony, seeming as if he could guide the creature easily through any maneuver.

Which he could.

His jaw was square and firm, his brow furrowed, a line of thick black hair accenting it from one side of his face to the other. That pronounced brow only added to the mystery and intensity of his dark eyes below it.

It was said that many of Ashwarawu’s enemies simply surrendered to him on the battlefield, begging for a quick and merciful death. Anyone who looked upon the angry To-gai-ru warrior did not doubt those rumors.

“They have not finished the wall,” one of the great leader’s scouts reported to him.

Ashwarawu nodded grimly, then turned to regard the single stone marker set in the grass, up from the banks of a dry riverbed: the spot where a young To-gai-ru man, Jocyn Tho by name, had been staked out and murdered.

Ashwarawu had brought his gang there purposely. He wanted them to see this marker—yet another example of the brutality of Yatol Grysh and his murdering soldiers. Many of Ashwarawu’s warriors were of that assaulted clan. Many had known Jocyn Tho.

It was just one more insult to the To-gai-ru, one more reminder that they and the Behrenese were not alike and not allies, and that they, whatever the cost, had to expel the conquerors from their sacred lands.

Ashwarawu walked his mount right past the stone marker. He tapped the tip of his great spear once, twice, thrice on the stone marker, a traditional signal from living To-gai-ru warrior to deceased that his death would soon be avenged. One by one, Ashwarawu’s warriors walked past the grave marker, tapping their weapons similarly.

The leader looked at his clansmen, his warriors, his friends, and he knew that they were ready this day.

“The builders understand?” Ashwarawu asked his scout.

“They believe that they can sneak in a score, and hide them,” the man answered.

A sly smile crossed the leader’s face. The folly of the conquerors to use the conquered in projects as vital as the building of fortifications! It hadn’t taken much effort on Ashwarawu’s part to make contact with the To-gai-ru wall-building slaves, and had taken even less to convince them to render aid in the attack.

He barked out a command to one of his undercommanders to organize the score of infiltrators, and with precision honed over the months of fighting, the undercommander was soon away, trotting across the steppes with nineteen eager warriors in tow. They would hide in the grass outside the town Douan Cal until dusk, and then, as the slaves arranged for distractions, crawl into the town one by one to their appointed hiding places. It was all too easy.

Ashwarawu led the attack just before the next dawn. With a hundred warriors riding behind him, the great outlaw charged the still-sleeping settlement of Douan Cal.

Cries went up along the wall, from the sentries, calls to all the Behrenese settlers to take up arms and defend their homes. Dozens of men and women went up to those walls, twenty skilled To-gai-ru soldiers filtering up beside them.

Ashwarawu came in straight and strong, his spear held high above his head, the song of the warrior god, Joek, on his lips. The settlers rained arrows down on the attackers, but the thundering horde did not slow and did not turn.

And unlike the frightened Behrenese, the fierce To-gai-ru did not loose their missiles from a distance. They waited until they were in close, drawing back powerful bows—and no race in all the world could handle a bow from horseback better than the warriors of the steppes.

The thunder of the charge held, then, with Ashwarawu and his warriors milling about the base of the wall, which was barely higher than a tall man, firing arrow after arrow.

A Behrenese occasionally rose up to return the fire, but the barrage had him ducking, or had him dead, almost immediately.

Another group within the To-gai-ru archers went to work then, tossing grapnels up over the wall top, then turning their powerful ponies about and starting the pull immediately. As pony after pony hooked up, the wall began to groan and sway.

The Behrenese responded by charging to the spot, ready to loose a fierce barrage, ready to slice through the tugging lines.

But then the score of To-gai-ru infiltrators sprang up among the defenders, disrupting their shots and shattering any coordinated defense. Outposter after outposter was heaved over the wall, to fall to the dust at the feet of the merciless Ashwarawu.

Then the wall came crashing down, and battle was joined, and the mounted To-gai-ru sliced the lines of standing Behrenese apart with devastating precision.

For all of its construction, Douan Cal was not prepared for so large an attack, and had no chance of beginning to repel even the first assault. Many were dead or on the ground screaming in agony within a few minutes. Outmaneuvered, outflanked, and outfought, those who remained soon enough threw down their weapons, pleading for mercy.

Their answer came in one chilling word, “Ashwarawu.”

The captive men were bound and taken away, out to the dry riverbed, where a select few were untied and forced to dig holes in the sand, so that their bound kin could be buried up to their waists. In turn, Ashwarawu’s own warriors dug the holes for the remaining captive men.

Then, with forty-three Behrenese men squirming in the sand, buried to their waists and helplessly bound and blindfolded, Ashwarawu led in the To-gai-ru nomads of Jocyn Tho’s tribe, showing to them the many stones left by the dried-up river.

The stoning went on for hours, until the last Behrenese outposter leaned over limply, dead.

Most of Ashwarawu’s men left before it was finished, returning to Douan Cal to have their way with the Behrenese women before killing them outright.

The few children of the outposters were killed mercifully, at least, a single blow to the head before being thrown atop a large bonfire.

Jocyn Tho had been avenged.

Her last transgression when leaving Yatol Daek, she learned, was one that offended her profoundly. In leaving the presence of Yatol Daek, To-gai-ru were expected to drop to one knee and bow their heads.

Brynn took great care over the next few weeks to avoid the Yatol, for she doubted that she could bring herself to do that, whatever the result.

The young ranger also took great care to learn well the rituals of life in the settlement. She tried to fit in as well as she could, though since she would not go anywhere without her sword and the bracer at least, she always seemed to stand out.

She also made time every day to go and see Runtly. The pony, who had run free all of his life, was not pleased to be indoors in a stall.

“Not much longer,” Brynn promised him every time she went to him. “We will be away to the wide fields again.”

The pony seemed to understand, and always calmed down when Brynn came in to see him. The last few days, though, Runtly had continued his cribbing, biting the wood at the front of the stall and tugging it back, even when Brynn was there, a clear sign that he was not happy.

Outwardly, Brynn remained calm, not wanting to distress the pony any more. Inside, though, the woman bit it all in and swirled it about, adding the situation to the list of crimes of the Behrenese, using it to build her hatred even more.

But she refused to allow her simmering anger to boil over. She was learning much there about the Behrenese and about the present state of the proud To-gai-ru. Many were assimilating; to Brynn’s distress she heard more than one of her fellow villagers claiming that the new way of life introduced by the Behrenese conquerors was preferable to the old ways.

Not all of them felt that way, though. Certainly not old Barachuk and Tsolona, who peppered Brynn for tales of Kayleen Kek every night after they had retired to the old couple’s home. Though she didn’t have many tales to tell of that long-past time, Brynn always tried to accommodate—and she always tried to draw out recollections of the past from the old couple. And so it happened that these two, Barachuk and Tsolona, became Brynn’s informal tutors, schooling her in the way things had been, and in the way she intended for things to be again.

All remained relatively stable during those weeks, with the village preparing for the onslaught of winter. Just north of the Belt-and-Buckle, winter did not hit hard, but the To-gai steppes were of high enough elevation for the winter wind to bite.

One day, the clouds gathering overhead with a threat of the first snow of the season, Brynn was going about her regular duties, bringing water from a nearby river, when she noted a commotion within the village, over by the stables. Sensing immediately that Runtly might be involved, Brynn dropped her two buckets and sprinted over, to find many Behrenese, including a fair number of soldiers and including Yatol Daek and Chezhou-Lei Dee’dahk, bringing out several of the pinto ponies.

Brynn winced when she saw Runtly come out of the barn at the end of a lead, handled by a cursed Behrenese.

She pushed through the gathered folk, to the front of the To-gai-ru line. “What are they doing?” she asked a young To-gai-ru woman, Chiniruk, who was standing beside her.

“Yatol Daek thins the herd,” the woman explained. “The chosen horses will be taken to Behren for sale.”

Before Chiniruk had even finished, Brynn started across the short expanse of open ground, toward Yatol Daek, who was directing the handling. He saw her coming, obviously, but pretended not to, continuing his stream of commands, including one to Chezhou-Lei Dee’dahk to return to his side—a clear sign to Brynn that he meant to incite her.

“My horse is among the group on the left,” she said, not waiting for an introduction.

“The group on the left is leaving for the market in Dharyan,” Yatol Daek replied, turning to regard her.

“My horse is among—”

“You have no horse!” the Yatol snapped suddenly, the volume and intensity of his voice bringing Dee’dahk’s hand to the hilt of her sheathed sword and bringing many of the nearby Behrenese soldiers to attention. “By the terms of surrender, all horses are the property of Chezru Chieftain Yakim Douan. Learn the rules and your place, wandering Ru.”

Brynn glanced over at Runtly, but only for a second, turning back on the Yatol, her rich brown eyes going narrow. “Runtly is my horse,” she said.

Yakim Douan glanced back at her, seeming rather amused by it all. “Truly?”

“Truly.” Not a hint of submission sounded in Brynn’s cold tone.

“Learn your place, wandering Ru.”

“If this is not my place, then I will take my horse and be gone from here,” Brynn replied.

Yatol Daek gave a snort and a chuckle. “You have no horse.”

“You are To-gai-ru,” Brynn declared. “You understand the meaning. There can be no mistake here!”

“Do not allow the mistake that I was born of To-gai-ru parents to bring any misunderstanding, fool. You have no horse. Now go back to the other peasants and be silent, before I lose patience with your ignorance.”

Brynn turned to Runtly and gave a shrill whistle, and the horse reared and threw his head, tossing the Behrenese handler to the ground.

“Desist, or I will have the horse killed!” Yatol Daek cried, and when he looked again at Brynn, he looked, too, at her unsheathed sword.

“Release my horse, Yatol,” Brynn replied, but Daek was in full retreat already, issuing a shrill cry.

“Kill the girl! Kill the horse!”

As she started to pursue, Brynn saw Dee’dahk coming in hard, her curving blade out, spinning a vertical circle on her right, then working its way impressively over to the left, then behind her back and back out to the right again. Her charge came in perfect balance, that sword spinning effortlessly, and Brynn knew that in a fair fight, this warrior would be a worthy opponent indeed.

But this was not a fair fight, Brynn knew, for Dee’dahk thought little of Brynn’s fighting prowess. To the mighty Chezhou-Lei, Brynn was just another Ru, and unmounted. That did not amount to much in the Behrenese warrior’s estimation.

So she came in hard and fast, sword spinning to the right, sword spinning to the left, sword always out too wide to deflect.

Brynn kept her apparent focus on Yatol Daek, pursuing the man, but not really closing ground. She waited until the last possible second, until Dee’dahk was upon her. Then, with muscles honed and balance perfected from all her years of bi’nelle dasada, the elven-trained ranger pivoted on her back foot and thrust out, one, two, three, her magnificent sword slicing through the layered armor and driving hard into Dee’dahk’s chest.

The Chezhou-Lei stopped in her tracks. All about gasped in astonishment at the sheer speed of the strike, for none in To-gai had ever before witnessed the precision and straightforward attack that was bi’nelle dasada. Dee’dahk’s wide-eyed look was as much in surprise as in pain, Brynn knew. In truth, Brynn wasn’t sure that the warrior woman had even registered the fact that she was already mortally wounded.

Mortally wounded, but probably still dangerous, Brynn realized.

Brynn’s fourth strike was perfectly aimed, taking her in the heart.

She stood there at the end of Brynn’s bloody blade for a long while, staring into the rich brown eyes of her killer.

Then she slid back off the blade, falling to the ground.

The reality of the moment, of the kill, hit Brynn hard indeed, but she pushed it away, having no time, and charged hard at Yatol Daek.

The man put his hands up, begging her for mercy. “Take your horse, wanderer!” he said, and he quickly called out to his soldiers trying to corner Runtly, telling them to desist. “Be gone from here—I have no quarrel with you!”

Brynn stared at him curiously, contemptuously. He was an appointed leader, but he was obviously a coward. So great a coward! Not lowering her sword, and not letting him slip away from her at all, Brynn glanced to the side and called to the pony, who came trotting over.

“There, you see?” said Yatol Daek. “I am not your enemy, wanderer. I am To-gai-ru.”

“No!” Brynn screamed at him before he had even finished the claim.

Yatol Daek put his trembling hands before him. “You cannot kill me and hope to survive,” he said. “Please, get on your horse and be gone.”

“No, fool,” Brynn said, in more controlled tones, and she lowered her blade somewhat, and Yatol Daek’s hands similarly drooped. “You are no To-gai-ru.”

“The religion of Yatol—”

“This is not about the robes you wear!” Brynn shouted. “No, this goes deeper.” Runtly reached her then, and she pulled the brown-and-white head in close and rubbed her cheek against the soft hair.

“No,” she said to Daek. “No To-gai-ru would steal a horse.”

“The horses are the property—” he started to protest, but Brynn wasn’t listening.

“No To-gai-ru would ever order a horse slaughtered.” When she finished, she was still nuzzling Runtly, still seeming quite at ease.

But then came that explosive thrust of bi’nelle dasada, so suddenly that Yatol Daek never registered the movement. His expression was of genuine astonishment when he looked down to see Brynn’s magnificent sword buried deep in his belly.

“Damn you, and damn your new ways,” Brynn said, and her thoughts went into the sword, then, calling forth the fire!

Yatol Daek screamed in agony, and Brynn jerked the blade once and then again, the fine metal slicing him open, the flames consuming him.

She tore it free then, and turned to see the many Behrenese and the many To-gai-ru, staring at her with disbelief.

It didn’t hold, and the Behrenese soldiers howled and started to charge.

Brynn went up to Runtly’s back, guiding him with her strong legs. She clenched her left fist, bringing forth the pulsing white shield of her enchanted powrie bracer.

She didn’t run off, though, but turned and galloped into the heart of the charging Behrenese line. Behrenese soldiers scattered before her; she ran one down, finishing him with a devastating chop, and let Runtly trample another to the dirt.

Brynn charged back the other way, toward the home of Barachuk and Tsolona. To her relief, the couple was waiting for her, throwing her the bow and quiver.

The pursuit was halfhearted at that point, and Brynn could have taken Runtly out of the village easily enough. But the young ranger was far from satisfied. She slid her sword under one leg and took up her bow, charging back toward the Behrenese pursuit.

A couple of enemy soldiers were up on horseback by then.

Brynn smiled wickedly as she thought of the first major challenge Lady Dasslerond had thrown at her. She saw her enemies as she had seen the targets that dark night in Andur’Blough Inninness on the torchlit field, and her aim was no less true.

By the time Brynn Dharielle and Runtly charged out of the small village, her quiver was emptied of its twelve arrows and ten Behrenese, including Yatol Daek and Chezhou-Lei Dee’dahk, lay mortally wounded.

A few arrows arched out of the town in her general direction, none coming close to striking the mark.

Brynn pulled up a short distance away, turning to measure the danger.

But no pursuit was forthcoming.


Chapter 14
 [image: ]

As Graciously as Possible

THE TRIBESMEN OF THE SOUTHERN STEPPES OF TO-GAI, NEAR TO THE MOUNTAINS of Fire, had never been true nomads, and so the intrusion of Behrenese conquerors had not changed the ways of these To-gai-ru as profoundly as it had their brethren farther to the north. The northern slopes of the volcanic mountain range were so very fertile year-round that there was no need to wander or follow any herd. And there, far removed from Jacintha and the edicts of the Chezru Chieftain, and where the borderland between the two kingdoms was not so clearly defined as the barren sand to plateau steppe change farther to the north, many Behrenese and To-gai-ru had lived and worked in relative proximity for centuries. There were even children of mixed heritage, though they were not common, and the practice had never been openly accepted.

The only real difference since the conquest of To-gai was the presence of Behrenese soldiers, a single eight-square, traveling from settlement to settlement to tribe encampment, fostering many ill feelings among the To-gai-ru, and trying, obviously, to rouse the sentiments of the Behrenese in the region against their Ru neighbors. Typically, though, as soon as the eight-square moved on, those Behrenese and To-gai-ru commoners who were left behind resumed their typical daily routines.

Another thing that the Behrenese and To-gai-ru of the southern stretches had in common was a mistrust, even fear, of the mysterious order of mystics rumored to be wandering the Mountains of Fire, the Jhesta Tu. These reservations were amplified among the Behrenese, for the Yatol religion had long ago condemned the Jhesta Tu as heretics. Even among the To-gai-ru, though, traditionally more tolerant of other beliefs—since their own tribes often varied in their respective deities—the Jhesta Tu had never been looked upon fondly.

Into this environment, following the vision that had been shown to him in the days before he had earned the Sash of All Colors, walked Pagonel, carrying a backpack of various colored threads and sewing supplies so that he could continue work on producing the Sash of All Colors for the next master to walk the path. Pagonel knew that he would be in somewhat hostile territory no matter what direction he took out of the Mountains of Fire, but he had seen the truth, had experienced his Chi life force in a conscious and intimate way, and so he feared nothing.

In the common room of the first village he entered, he felt the many stares focused his way, and since he spoke both Behrenese and To-gai-ru fluently, he understood the many whispered insults surrounding him. But he let them slide right past him. They didn’t understand. How could they understand?

The To-gai-ru proprietor of the common room served him as requested—certainly not promptly!—though he charged more pieces of silver than normal, Pagonel knew.

“You offer rooms for the night?” Pagonel asked him.

The proprietor, a To-gai-ru, glanced around at the many patrons whose eyes were upon him.

“Fear not, friend, for I’ll not even ask about acquiring shelter,” the mystic said, letting the obviously nervous man off the hook. “The night will not be cold, and the stars are the finest roof a man might know.” Pagonel drained his glass of water, smiled and bowed at the flustered proprietor, then turned and similarly saluted the rest of the gathering.

He heard many whispered conversations, almost all derogatory, aimed at his back as he exited the building.

At least they had not been openly hostile, and none, not even the few Behrenese in the room, had made any movements to challenge him. Still, Pagonel thought it unwise to remain in the settlement that night, so he went out to the surrounding forest and found a comfortable niche in a tree, settled back, and watched the lazy glide of the moon across the starry sky.

He was gone long before the next dawn, walking north at a leisurely pace. He still was not quite sure why his vision had beckoned him out into the wide world, but he was curious about the continuing assimilation of To-gai-ru into the conquerors’ culture. Perhaps that was the experience to which he had been called, to learn more of this clash of cultures that was reshaping the civilizations south of the larger mountain range. Perhaps there, where old traditions were being challenged daily, Pagonel might learn more about the truth of the world and about this life.

That was what the mystic told himself as he wandered north. He never imagined that other, deeper emotions would soon be stirring within him.

The mystic wandered for many days, enjoying the sights about him as the season changed to winter. He wasn’t overly concerned for his safety; he was Jhesta Tu and had learned well how to survive in the harshest of climates.

He recognized the signs of an approaching storm—one that would likely be snow and not rain—one afternoon, at about the same time he saw the wispy gray lines of smoke rising from a nearby village.

He crested a ridge, looking down upon the collections of mud and wood houses, the sun setting behind them. He noted a line of tethered horses—not the pinto ponies of the To-gai-ru, but taller mounts, chestnut and roan. Noting movement about the mounts, Pagonel recognized the white robes of a Behrenese man, then looked closer to see the crossed black straps over the man’s chest, showing him to be a Behrenese soldier.

“This could be of interest,” Pagonel remarked, and he strode down to the village. The stares that greeted the mystic, with his identifying Jhesta Tu tan tunic and sash, were identical to the ones he had felt upon him in the previous village. Except for the Behrenese soldier; when that man took note of Pagonel, his dark eyes widened in obvious horror, and he ran headlong, even tripping to his knees once as he tried to scramble inside the town’s common room.

Pagonel went in soon after, to find a dozen soldiers, all adorned in the white robes with the black leather chest straps, staring at him hard. The mystic nodded to them, then moved to the long table that served as a bar.

The scuffling of feet behind him told him that one of the soldiers had scrambled out of the room, no doubt to warn his superiors.

“Long way from your home,” said the innkeeper, a broad-shouldered Ru with black stubble on his face that seemed to reach all the way up to his dark eyes.

“Not so long,” Pagonel replied. “A week’s march and no more, if my pace is brisk.”

“Them Behrenese dog-soldiers are going to think that you’re far from home,” said the innkeeper.

As he finished, Pagonel heard another scuffling, and he turned to see the soldier returning, glancing at him from over the shoulder of an older, stern-faced man who was dressed in Behrenese soldier robes, but with golden straps and not black, crossing his broad, muscled chest.

He stared hard at Pagonel, who took care not to match that look, but rather nodded deferentially and tipped his glass of water. Then the mystic turned back around, facing the bar, and placed his cup down on the table.

“What is your name?” came the question behind him, spoken in To-gai-ru, if a bit strained in dialect.

Pagonel sipped his water, making no move to answer.

“You, Jhesta Tu!” came a snarl. “What is your name?”

Pagonel slowly turned to face the man, and the line of a dozen warriors standing behind him, most of them glancing about nervously. The reputation of the Jhesta Tu preceded him, apparently.

“What is your name?” the leader asked yet again.

“I am called Pagonel. And what is yours?”

“I will ask, you will answer.”

“I already have.”

“Silence!” The man narrowed his eyes, his stare boring into the mystic. “You mock me?”

“Hardly.”

“I am Commander of the Square,” the soldier said in haughty tones.

“And that is a source of pride?”

“Should it not be?”

“Should it be?” Pagonel understood that he might be pushing a bit too hard, though all of his remarks had been offered in neutral, matter-of-fact tones, and all had been merely observations and not judgments. Or had they been? the mystic had to honestly ask himself. He reviewed his last few comments—while pointedly not locking stares with the infuriated Commander of the Square—and he had to admit that, while everything he said had been simple truth, it was also bait.

“I am Pagonel, Commander of the Square,” he said calmly. “I have journeyed from my home in search of wisdom and enlightenment, and with no desire for any trouble, I assure you.” He lowered his eyes as he finished, which he believed that the prideful commander would surely view as a sign of peace and submission.

Like a shark smelling blood, the man moved to grab Pagonel’s chin, to lift his head up that he could stare the sheepish mystic down. The commander’s hand never got close to connecting, though. Reacting purely on instinct, Pagonel’s own hand snapped across, slapping the commander’s hand back to back, and with a lightning fast twist and pull, Pagonel rolled his hand back, caught the commander’s thumb, and bent it back hard, throwing the commander off-balance, locking him low in pain.

Now the mystic did look up, into a face twisted with pain and outrage.

“I could have you killed for this!” the commander growled through teeth tightly clenched.

“I seek wisdom and enlightenment, not trouble,” Pagonel calmly replied. “But I am of the body, Jhesta Tu, and am sworn to protect that body.” He released the hand as he explained, and the commander retreated a step and stood straight, rubbing his sore thumb and glaring at the mystic.

“I am the voice of the Chezru Chieftain in this province,” the commander growled, and Pagonel noted that many of the soldiers were collecting their weapons at that point. He wasn’t afraid of them—not for his personal safety, at least—but he was very concerned at the implications of a confrontation here, before he had even really begun to explore To-gai and his vision.

“I question your authority not at all, Commander of the Square,” Pagonel said humbly.

The commander held up his hand, motioning for his soldiers to hold calm. “Yet you have committed a crime against the God-Voice,” he said.

Pagonel bit back the obvious response. He just sat calmly and listened.

“You are not to touch me, and I will treat you as I deem appropriate. Do you understand?”

Pagonel’s expression remained impassive. He suppressed his instincts then, as the commander reached out toward his face again. The man took Pagonel’s chin in his hand, a tight and strong grip, and forced the mystic to look at him directly.

Pagonel considered the thirty or so ways he could cripple the fool, but he only entertained those thoughts to distract him from his current revulsion.

“I will have all of your coins as a fine for your insolence,” the commander declared, and he pushed Pagonel’s face aside.

“I am Jhesta Tu, and without many funds,” the mystic replied.

The commander reached over and pulled the small purse from Pagonel’s belt, then dumped the silver coins into his open palm. “It is not enough to pay for your crimes,” he said. “But I will forgive your transgressions, this one time.”

As he finished, he turned and started back toward his soldiers, who were all chuckling and nodding approvingly.

Pagonel let him go. For the price of a few easily replaced coins, he had defused the situation. That was his duty as a brother of Jhesta Tu. They were not a warlike order.

But, if pressed …

Pagonel took a long look at the Commander of the Square, imprinting the man’s image in his mind.

The soldiers, predictably, began to taunt the mystic then, with a couple tossing small items Pagonel’s way, and one even spitting at him.

“He’s a bully, that one,” the To-gai-ru innkeeper said quietly, bending low so that only Pagonel could hear. “Don’t pay him no heed.” As he finished, the innkeeper put a second glass of water before the mystic.

“I have no money,” Pagonel started to explain, but the innkeeper shook his head and held out his hand, showing that he wouldn’t have accepted any money even if it had been offered.

“Perhaps someday you’ll tell me tales of your order in payment.”

“That I cannot do,” said Pagonel.

The innkeeper shrugged and smiled, as if it did not matter.

Pagonel left the common room a short while later, to the jeers and spit of the Behrenese soldiers.

He accepted it.

He filed it away in a place in his mind where he would not forget.

Outside, the mystic brushed himself off and spent a moment in quiet meditation, finding his center.

“You gave him free drink!” he heard the commander shout, back within the common room.

The mystic turned a bit, craning his ear toward the door.

“And so free drinks will be the way of the night,” the commander declared.

“It was only water,” the innkeeper protested.

“And he was only a Jhesta Tu dog,” the commander shouted back. “If he is worth water, then my soldiers are worth all of the drink that you have, and all of the money as well!”

The innkeeper’s protest was cut short by a sharp slap.

The cries of the soldiers, calling for drink, and of the commander, demanding an apology and all the money within the common room were cut short, abruptly, as the door banged open.

All eyes turned to see the Jhesta Tu mystic standing in the open portal, expression calm and arms down by his side, seeming vulnerable.

Deceptively so, the first soldier to attack him realized. The Behrenese charged straight in, spear leading. He hardly saw Pagonel move, and so he was completely off-balance as he somehow missed with the thrust, sliding past, leaning forward.

A hand came up fast in front of his face, barely hitting, but perfectly aimed to snap the man’s nose straight up. Pagonel’s other hand grabbed at the back of his belt as he stumbled past, heaving him along to tumble out into the street.

Two more soldiers charged in, side by side, the one on Pagonel’s right coming with another straight spear thrust, the other slashing a sword horizontally before him. A twitch of his toned muscles and a tight tuck had the mystic somersaulting over the swinging sword. He reversed his momentum immediately as he landed, half-turning and snapping a kick to the side of the soldier’s knee, caving in the leg.

Pagonel leaped and shoulder-rolled right over the soldier’s shoulders as the man slumped. He landed lightly on his feet next to the dropping man’s companion, within reach of the cumbersome spear.

His open-palmed thrust only moved about four inches, but with enough force into the center of the soldier’s chest to take his breath and his strength away. The soldier gave a great gasp, gulping air, and collapsed to his knees.

Pagonel reached with his right leg across the kneeling man, hooking him under the arm, then swung back out to the right, launching the man headlong at the feet of another charging soldier, tripping him up. The mystic ran along the back of the sprawling soldier, lifting off lightly into the air, right in the middle of three more startled soldiers.

He kicked left with his left foot, right with his right, then straight ahead with the left, before ever touching the ground, and three more Behrenese went flying away.

As he touched down, the mystic skittered out to the left, toward the bar. As he approached another table, he made a move as if to leap it, then ducked fast and skittered under instead.

A soldier, falling for the ruse, swept his spear across above the tabletop, then tried to recover fast and stoop down to stab at the mystic.

Pagonel’s hand exploded through the wooden table, snapping a clean hole. He grabbed the bending soldier by the hair and snapped his arm back down, moving out as he did, so that when the soldier’s face smashed into the table with enough force to shatter the piece of furniture, Pagonel was already coming out the far side.

He looked more like a dancer than a warrior as he crossed the room, his feet touching the floor, the chairs, the tables or, impossibly, nothing at all. However the mystic did it, he was standing right before the stunned commander in a matter of moments.

The commander shoved the innkeeper back and turned fast, stabbing at Pagonel with a small serrated knife.

Pagonel’s right hand came across, lightning fast, to catch the inside of the commander’s wrist. The mystic’s left hand came across with equal speed, catching the back of the knife hand and bending it in forcefully and painfully, taking the knife away while hardly slowing.

Up went the knife, into the air, and Pagonel let go with his right and backhanded the commander with a stinging slap across the face, followed by a forehand, followed by a backhand from the returning left, and finishing with a fourth slap, an open forehand with the left.

Pagonel caught the knife as it dropped and snapped his hand across again, replacing the blade in the dazed commander’s hand.

“If you strike again, then do so with more precision,” Pagonel warned. “That was the one lesson I offer you for free.”

The commander’s face twisted in rage and he retracted his arm a bit, as if lining up a strike. He held there, though, and looked about at his soldiers, several on the ground and the others staring back with confusion and obvious fear. The leader collected himself and looked back to Pagonel. “I forgave you once,” he started, but he was interrupted almost immediately, the mystic whispering so that only he could hear.

“Be gone from this place and this village, and now,” Pagonel warned. “Do so immediately and save your pride and save your life.”

The commander looked around again, at the fallen and the stunned, then he looked down to his own hand, to the knife replaced, to the knife that had somehow been cleanly taken from his grasp.

“Gather your fellows!” he roared at his command, and he stormed past Pagonel, stomping right out of the common room.

The first man the mystic had felled had the misfortune of heading back into the tavern at that precise moment, and the commander smacked him aside and continued away. Appearing grudging, though all who had witnessed understood their profound relief, the other soldiers followed.

“Commander Aklai will not forgive you for this,” the innkeeper warned quietly. “He will see you dead.”

“Indeed,” Pagonel replied, and he accepted another glass of water and drained it quickly.

Then, after he heard the pounding hooves of Aklai’s departing forces, the mystic walked out of the common room for the second time, this time not stopping until he had put the village far behind him.

He continued to head north over the next few days, though the weather became colder and less hospitable. One day, with fine snow flying sidelong in the frigid wind, Pagonel found a comfortably sheltered perch beneath a rocky overhang. He sat cross-legged, hands on thighs, palms upward. He sent his consciousness through his body, one step at a time, inviting deep relaxation and also slowing the rhythms of his body, insulating it from the cold.

In that trancelike state, Pagonel’s mind replayed the events of the last weeks. Why had he come to To-gai? What role might he find there?

Also, in that trance, the Jhesta Tu mystic began honestly to examine his own feelings, toward his heritage, the To-gai-ru, and toward the Behrenese invaders. It wasn’t a matter of like or dislike—Pagonel understood well that such sweeping generalizations could not be leveled upon entire races of people—races comprised, ultimately, of individuals. But there was a matter of justice and implications. The Behrenese had attacked To-gai—unprovoked, by all accounts—and they were not acting the role of beneficent masters!

If the Chezru Chieftain, who continued the long line of his predecessors in declaring the Jhesta Tu heretics, could so simply conquer To-gai, then what of the Mountains of Fire? Everyone knew that the true motivation for the Behrenese invasion of To-gai was the lucrative trade in To-gai ponies, whatever front story concerning To-gai as a lost province of the Behrenese kingdom the Chezru and his cohorts had concocted. Given that willingness to conquer and murder for profit, might the Chezru Chieftain turn his sights to the region surrounding the Walk of Clouds, with all its riches in minerals?

“Is that the reason my vision has led me here?” Pagonel asked quietly, his voice drowned away by the howling wind. “Am I to view the precursor to the attack upon my order?”

He stayed in the sheltered nook throughout the rest of the day and the night, and when the next morning dawned clear, with but a dusting of snow on the tall grasses, the mystic set out again, walking north.

He passed through another town that day and managed to join up with a caravan of To-gai-ru, heading north. All through the journey, Pagonel sat quietly and listened to the tales of frustration, the anger, to tales of horror, where family members had been stolen away by Behrenese soldiers. In all that chatter, the only real measure of hope that the mystic heard came in the name of a rogue leader, Ashwarawu, who was apparently operating in the area.

Pagonel decided then and there that he would seek out this rogue leader.


Chapter 15
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Expanding His Horizons

YATOL GRYSH WELCOMED THE TWENTY-SQUARE OF JACINTHA SOLDIERS TO DHARYAN with mixed feelings. On the one hand, he was glad that Yakim Douan had finally provided him with the strength he needed to restore complete control to the region. But on the other hand, the proud Yatol priest hated having to ask for the assistance. Especially at a time when Chezru Chieftain Douan had hinted that the Transcendence might be nearing, Grysh did not want to appear weak to his fellow priests.

And why had Yakim Douan sent a twenty-square, four hundred soldiers, when Grysh had asked for only an eight-square? Did that signal the Chezru Chieftain’s lack of confidence in him?

He stood on his balcony, watching the procession as expected, his visage firm and strong—as much as it could be, considering his lack of any real chin—as the soldiers marched beneath in rows of five. Ten rows, twenty rows, eighty rows!

They passed the temple balcony and assembled in the square to Yatol Grysh’s right, lining up in the perfect twenty-by-twenty formation that gave them their name.

Grysh waited patiently for the formation to settle, then gave the many onlookers, including his own city brigade of two hundred soldiers and his war leader, Wan Atenn, time to soak in the spectacle. The Yatol focused on Wan Atenn for a moment, trying to read the proud man’s expression. Another Chezhou-Lei warrior had led the twenty-square into Dharyan. Might the war leader of Dharyan be feeling a bit insecure?

If he was, Wan Atenn gave no outward indication, but Grysh knew the stoic Chezhou-Lei well enough to recognize that he could read nothing from that blank look. He would speak with Wan Atenn privately a bit later, he decided, to assure the man that his position was quite secure.

All eyes, soldier and onlooker alike, were up at Yatol Grysh then, expecting him formally to welcome the newcomers.

Before he could begin, though, a horn blew out in the distance, beyond the city gates, a long and plaintive winding: the call for admittance.

Grysh, and Carwan Pestle at his side, and every other person about Dharyan’s main square that cold morning, turned to look out. But only Yatol Grysh and his immediate attendants, from their high perch, could see the cause of that horn.

A second contingent of soldiers—a second twenty-square!—stood on the field beyond Dharyan’s fortified gate, led by a second Chezhou-Lei warrior in his fine, overlapping armor.

A second twenty-square! Chezru Chieftain Yakim Douan had sent eight hundred warriors to Grysh’s call?

It took all the discipline the Yatol could muster to hide his shock. Eight hundred soldiers! That was more than a quarter of Jacintha’s standing garrison!

“Yatol,” Carwan Pestle breathed. “Are we to conquer To-gai all over again?”

Yatol Grysh snapped a cold look over the Shepherd, who lowered his eyes. In truth, though, Grysh couldn’t rightly disagree with his companion’s assessment, and understood that Pestle had blurted the words without thinking.

Perfectly excusable, Grysh realized, given the enormity of the surprise before them. Two twenty-squares!

As exciting as that prospect might be. For if these soldiers had come in to serve Grysh and not merely as an extension of Chezru Douan’s strong arm, then the Yatol of Dharyan had just become the second most powerful man south of the Belt-and-Buckle Mountains. Perhaps this was Chezru Douan’s way of showing complete confidence in Grysh, then, in so empowering him before the time of Transcendence.

Too many possibilities, too many questions, assaulted the surprised Yatol at that time, and so he took a deep breath, consciously forcing himself to relax, reminding himself that he had yet to meet with the Chezhou-Lei leaders of the twenty-squares to determine so many things.

Other questions invariably came to him, though. Suddenly, he had eight hundred new mouths to feed, and eight hundred new bodies to shelter, and with the fierce Dharyan winter already beginning to blow. It was a daunting prospect, to be sure, but Grysh knew that he could handle it.

He signaled to his gate guards to allow the latest arrivals on the field entry to Dharyan, and with the great curving teeyodel horns blowing, the city gates swung wide. So began the second procession of the morning, as disciplined and perfect in formation as had been the first, marching past the observing Yatol in eighty rows of five, and then assembling on the wide square beside the first group, opposite Wan Atenn and Grysh’s relatively minor forces.

While the second group was settling into place, Grysh felt the distant stare of Wan Atenn upon him. He looked down, studying his war leader, and he knew that the Chezhou-Lei warrior was troubled by this unexpected arrival. They had only asked for sixty-four men, after all, and had been sent eight hundred!

Yatol Grysh offered a reassuring nod to Wan Atenn, sincerely given. The Yatol had no idea what Chezru Douan might be thinking, but he was fairly confident that the God-Voice didn’t mean to usurp Grysh’s power in the region. Given that, Wan Atenn’s position as military leader remained secure, because Grysh trusted the Chezhou-Lei warrior implicitly.

The Yatol went through the remainder of the ceremony with an air of disconnection, looking over the procession dispassionately and from a great distance. His thoughts were on the meeting that would soon follow, and already he was formulating some ways in which he might make the best use of the new arrivals.

There was a particularly thorny renegade To-gai-ru that Grysh wanted to be rid of, one who was said to kill without mercy.

“Jilseponie Wyndon,” said Chezru Douan, and he was shaking his head as he spoke the name. “Who is this woman, to become a bishop in the Church ruled by men?”

Across from Douan’s desk, Merwan Ma held his tongue, for he knew the question to be much deeper than the obvious answer—an answer that both he and Chezru Douan knew well enough.

Jilseponie had been the one to deliver the miracle of Avelyn a decade before, rescuing Honce-the-Bear from the grip of the rosy plague. The companion of the dead Nightbird, Jilseponie was also credited, in part, with destroying the demon dactyl Bestesbulzibar and in helping to win Honce-the-Bear’s war against the demon’s goblin, giant, and powrie minions. But that was all long ago, and Jilseponie Wyndon was not a name that Yakim Douan and Merwan Ma had heard in several years.

Until this day, when Abbot Olin’s messenger had delivered a note, obviously written to convey a sense of distress, that Jilseponie Wyndon had been appointed bishop of the city of Palmaris, and more pointedly, that the woman was being openly courted by King Danube Brock Ursal.

“Abbot Olin fears that she may become queen of the kingdom,” Merwan Ma remarked. “Does he believe that this will propel her to the leadership of the Church, as well?”

“It would be unprecedented,” Yakim Douan replied gruffly, shaking his head yet again. He had no idea of the significance of any of this, but whatever might happen, the present news was more than a little distressing to the man. Could he risk Transcendence with apparent turmoil brewing in the north, not only with the Church, but with the kingdom itself? And if the worst-case scenario came to pass, with a new Honce-the-Bear that was hostile to Behren, might he be forced to delay Transcendence even more?

The Yatol bowed his head, hiding his frustration from his attendant. He wanted to be done with this body! He wanted to feel again the energy of youth, the excitement and enjoyment of lovemaking, even the thrill of the new relationships he would find with the same group of Yatols and Shepherds who now called him God-Voice.

But now it was obvious to Yakim Douan that all of his efforts, including sending the small army to Yatol Grysh, would be for naught. He could not and would not attempt Transcendence until the situation in To-gai and in Honce-the-Bear was resolved, and he could get an honest view of the dangers he might face in the vulnerable decade before he came to true power.

“We cannot be overly concerned with the situation in Honce-the Bear,” he announced to Merwan Ma a moment later. “Recall Ambassador Daween Kusaad, that we might discuss the situation at length. And ensure that a steady stream of messengers flows between Jacintha and Abbot Olin in Entel. A steady stream. I will know week to week what is transpiring within the kingdom and the Abellican Church.

“Yet there is little that we can do to influence the happenings in the north, other than continue to provide our friend Olin with the funds he needs to wage his campaign. Our attention, therefore, must be focused on settling the issues within To-gai.”

“Yatol Grysh has likely received our soldiers by now,” said Merwan Ma.

“Yatol Grysh is a wise man and a powerful leader. He will use them well, I do not doubt.” He ended nodding, instead of shaking his head some more, as satisfied as he could be that he was doing all that he could to facilitate the environment he needed for the desired Transcendence. He took a deep breath and considered the road before him. He would visit the hematite regularly from that day on, he decided, to ensure his health and his comfort.

“Soon enough,” he muttered, and when he caught Merwan Ma’s inquisitive look at the curious remark, he just waved the attendant away.

Three Chezhou-Lei warriors had assembled in his room in Dharyan. Unprecedented.

But while he was amused by the presence of Wan Atenn’s two peers, Yatol Grysh was not overwhelmed. These great warriors were his servants, after all, fiercely loyal to the Chezru Chieftain and to those Yatols serving under Yakim Douan.

“I am surprised by your appearance, Woh Lien and Dahmed Blie,” the Yatol said after Carwan Pestle had served drinks to the three and all had settled into the comfortable chairs in the audience chamber.

“By law, a twenty-square must be led by Chezhou-Lei, Yatol Grysh,” Wan Atenn put in.

“Yet I did not expect a twenty-square!” Grysh replied lightheartedly, and he looked right at the two visiting Chezhou-Lei warriors as he continued. “An eight-square would have allowed us to secure Dharyan throughout the winter and spring.”

As he finished, he looked to Carwan Pestle, who had been briefed on how Grysh wanted this meeting to proceed.

“Perhaps this is a sign that the God-Voice desires us to do more than secure Dharyan, Yatol,” Pestle suggested, and as he finished, he looked to Woh Lien, the older and more experienced of the two warriors.

“We were sent to Dharyan to serve under Yatol Grysh, as Yatol Grysh deemed fit,” the Chezhou-Lei warrior said, quite openly and without hesitation. “Whether the strength of the force is a signal to you, Yatol Grysh, is beyond my knowledge.”

Grysh nodded, appreciating the openness. A wry smile found its way onto his plump face. “We will see how far your forces will take us, Chezhou-Lei Woh Lien. Has Chezru Douan determined the date of your return to Jacintha?”

“He has not.”

Perfect, Grysh thought. “Then you are to return when I release you?”

The warrior nodded.

“You understand that, while here, you are both subject to the commands of Wan Atenn?”

The two visiting warriors looked to each other, then to the third Chezhou-Lei, offering deferential nods. “The hierarchies of our order are determined outside the boundaries of the Yatols,” Woh Lien explained. “In those hierarchies, noble Wan Atenn is already placed above the two of us. If that hierarchy was different, Wan Atenn would readily and gladly submit to my will.”

Grysh started to respond that he was glad of that, but he stopped and sat there smiling instead, realizing that these two had been selected by Douan specifically, and that the Chezru Chieftain had well understood the politics of the Chezhou-Lei. Well done, God-Voice, Yatol Grysh silently congratulated.

The Yatol of Dharyan was convinced then that Douan had sent him the forces along with a clear message: secure To-gai once and for all. Put down the pockets of insurgence swiftly and definitively.

“You carry with you supplies enough to get through the winter months?” he asked.

“And more,” Woh Lien replied. “We are trained to forage, Yatol, and to hunt. Chezru Douan was concerned that our numbers not strain the resources of Dharyan, and so they shall not.”

“That is good,” said Grysh. “Then let us put the word out that you have come delivering supplies to me, that we might help the outposters through the difficult season.”

“If that is what you deem necessary.”

“That is what I deem necessary to tell the people,” Grysh explained. “Our task will be much more difficult if the upstart Ru believe that I have eight hundred new warriors under my command. So, as far as the populace is concerned, I do not. Each of you will section thirty-two soldiers to Wan Atenn, that the eight-square I requested will be filled.”

“As you order, Yatol,” said Woh Lien, and Dahmed Blie echoed the thought.

“Has word of the massacre at Douan Cal been made public?” the Yatol asked Carwan Pestle.

“Limited, perhaps.”

“See that it does not spread. Allow the people to know that Douan Cal was attacked, but not that it was eliminated, else it will become common perception that the soldiers are in response to that attack.”

“The outpost settlement was eliminated?” Woh Lien asked.

“Our enemy is a Ru called Ashwarawu,” explained Wan Atenn.

“A mighty leader?” Woh Lien asked.

“A coward, who strikes at the vulnerable and retreats to the shadows. But of late, he grows bolder, and his attacks come nearer and nearer to Dharyan.”

“He will attack us, but only if he believes that we are vulnerable,” said Yatol Grysh. “Thus we will make great fanfare of the arrival of a permanent eight-square, and then I will send the eight-square out hunting for him. Though, of course, they will not find him.”

“And while they are out, perhaps Ashwarawu will strike for the greater prize of Dharyan,” reasoned Wan Atenn.

“Where the jaws of death will be waiting for him,” said Grysh. “There are a series of caves to the north, farther into the foothills, where one of your remaining forces can go. As for the other …” He looked to Carwan Pestle as he finished.

“Delvin Plateau,” the man replied.

“Ah, of course,” Grysh agreed, and he turned to Woh Lien. “Delvin Plateau is a small village nestled halfway up the rise that separates the To-gai steppes from the land of Behren. Few know of it, and it is so easily defended, with a cliff on one side, a sheer wall on the other, and only a narrow road allowing access, that Ashwarawu will not go near to it. But from there, if you are alert, you will be able to sweep down to Dharyan in a single night’s march.”

The Yatol sat back then, nodding, considering the possibilities. Suddenly the idea of going out in pursuit of Ashwarawu seemed a foolish thing to do. Especially if he could somehow manage to lure Ashwarawu in to him.

Of course, other possibilities remained wide open to him. It occurred to him that he could merely send the three mighty Chezhou-Lei warriors out alone in pursuit, and likely have Ashwarawu’s head served to him within a month.

But this plan he had just improvised appealed to Grysh more. Better to get Ashwarawu and his foolish rebels in one devastating sweep. Better to crush the resistance at its core.

Yatol Grysh silently congratulated Chezru Douan again, and fully expected that his life on the frontier was soon to become much easier.


Chapter 16
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Her New Family

“THEY PRETEND THAT THEY SEARCH FOR YOU, BUT NONE WISH TO FIND YOU,” Barachuk said with a wry grin. He and Tsolona had been coming out of the village every night since Brynn’s abrupt departure, knowing she would return. Now, a week after the fight to liberate Runtly, they had been rewarded.

“You killed a Chezhou-Lei warrior,” Tsolona added, but her tone, unlike that of her husband, was not mirthful. “And a Yatol. The Order of Chezhou will seek you forever after, and the Yatols will not readily accept the loss of one of their own.”

“One of their own,” Brynn spat in reply. “Daek was To-gai-ru, yet he turned against our ways, our customs. How deep is the rot that has affected our land?”

“Not as deep as those like Daek would wish,” said Barachuk.

“To our people in the village, you are a hero, Brynn Dharielle,” Tsolona added. “Our hearts bleed for the horses, trapped in barns and paddocks. To see a To-gai-ru warrior and her horse so defeating the designs of the cursed Wraps brings joy to our hearts, reminds us of who we once were—”

“And who we shall be again,” Brynn promised, hardly able to voice the words, for Tsolona’s reference to the Behrenese as the “Wraps” had spurred many distant memories within the woman. It was a derogatory term the To-gai-ru had long used against their desert-dwelling enemies, a reference to the Behrenese custom of wrapping their heads in great turbans. Some To-gai-ru wore turbans, as well, but none as elaborate in design as those fancied by the wealthier Behrenese. It wasn’t just the word, but the manner in which Tsolona had spoken it that so inspired the memories in Brynn, for at that moment, the old woman had sounded so much to Brynn like her own mother!

“The Wraps are many, and are mighty, and their wealth has brought them the services of To-gai-ru like Daek,” Barachuk warned. “Your victory was sweet, but minor, and will be no lasting victory at all if you are hunted down by the Order of Chezhou.”

“Let them come,” Brynn said grimly. “I will line the steppes with the poled heads of Chezhou-Lei dog warriors.”

“You cannot fight a war alone.”

Brynn paused and considered Barachuk carefully, recognizing from his tone that he was deflecting her declaration and not trying to halt it altogether. She studied him hard, and he turned from her gaze to look over at his wife, who gave a nod.

“You have heard of Ashwarawu?” Barachuk asked.

Brynn wore a curious expression. She understood the word, but as a word and not as anyone’s name, as Barachuk was apparently asking. “He who kills without mercy?”

“Ashwarawu gathers warriors as he roams from village to village,” Tsolona explained. “The Behrenese fear him.”

“He would welcome a fighter of your skills,” said Barachuk. “Already, word of your deeds here are spreading across the windblown steppes.”

“You speak as if an invitation has been extended.” Brynn’s voice reflected her caution. She had come into To-gai hoping that some sort of underground movement was already afoot, but she didn’t dare allow herself too much hope at that time. For she knew nothing, really, of this leader, Ashwarawu, and nothing of the force he was assembling.

“Ashwarawu’s ears are large, my young friend, and his invitation is open to any To-gai-ru who will raise sword against the hated Wraps!” Tsolona declared, raising her voice so loudly that Barachuk grabbed her and shushed her, fearing that the guards of the village would hear.

“We know where he is,” the old man whispered to Brynn. “Or we know, at least, where you can go to be found by Ashwarawu.”

Barachuk then rattled off a series of questions to Brynn, trying to figure out how much she knew of the region and the familiar landmarks. He frowned with every shake of Brynn’s head, though, for the young ranger had no points of reference at all south of the mountains. It was just too long ago.

Finally, Barachuk just stepped up to her and physically turned her about, facing her south by southeast. “Three days,” he explained. “Two if your horse is swift. You will find an ancient riverbed—we have not yet seen enough snow to cover its unmistakable designs. Follow the riverbed east. You will cross through several ravines, and in one, you will see to the south a mountain face that seems the profile of an old man.”

“Barachuk’s Mountain,” Brynn remarked, drawing a smile from the old man and a cackle from Tsolona.

“A fine name, though I doubt any but you will call it that!” Barachuk replied. “But there, in that valley, Ashwarawu will find you.”

“Or I will find him,” said Brynn, and she grinned, not expecting the two to take her seriously. They didn’t understand her knowledge of tracking, of reading the slightest signs of passage. She had no doubts that if she got anywhere near to Ashwarawu’s forces, she would find them with ease.

She took the supplies from the old couple, gave each a warm and sincere hug, then gathered up Runtly and began the long trek to the south.

“How did you find us?” the fierce To-gai-ru warrior demanded, scowling down at the seemingly unremarkable man from horseback.

“Perhaps you are not as well hidden as you believe,” the man in the tan tunic and sash of a Jhesta Tu mystic replied, and he gave a little shrug, as if it did not matter.

“I ask you only one more time!”

The mystic shrugged, and the rider growled and seemed as if he was about to run the mystic down, but then came another voice, one that quieted the rider.

“How he found us is not as important as why he found us,” said Ashwarawu, walking his strong black-and-white pinto to the forefront. “What do the Jhesta Tu see in our struggles that would so interest you, mystic?”

“I was To-gai-ru before I became Jhesta Tu,” Pagonel replied.

“And that means you are loyal to our cause?”

Another shrug, pointedly noncommittal.

“And what of the Jhesta Tu who claim Behren as their heritage?” Ashwarawu asked. “That would include most of your order, would it not? Are they now riding hard from the Mountains of Fire to pledge allegiance to the Chezru Chieftain?”

Pagonel gave a small laugh at that, and took note that Ashwarawu seemed to relax, just a bit. “Hardly that,” he said. “Likely they would be killed before they ever neared Jacintha. Our order and the priests of Yatol hold little agreement.”

The volatile man at Ashwarawu’s side started as if he meant to say something, but the warrior leader held up his hand to silence him. “Allies against a common enemy?”

“The Jhesta Tu do not name the Yatols as enemies,” Pagonel replied. “Though neither would we deign to name them as friends. We orbit different realms, to the satisfaction of both.”

“Yet you are here.”

The simple statement gave Pagonel pause, for in truth the mystic, so fresh from enlightenment, still had not sorted out why he had come to To-gai, and why he had sought out Ashwarawu and his fierce band. All along the path of his travels, once he had hit the midpoint of the steppes, he had heard tales of Ashwarawu and his gang, of vicious retributive strikes against Behrenese outposters. Pagonel had learned why this fierce young man—and he was surprised at how young Ashwarawu really was!—had earned the title of “he who kills without mercy.”

The mystic would be lying, to himself as well as to others, if he did not admit that he was intrigued by Ashwarawu and the renegade warrior band. Still, there was more to his journey to find Ashwarawu than mere intrigue, he knew.

“Why did you find me, mystic?” Ashwarawu pressed. “I have no need to ask how—long have I heard stories of the Jhesta Tu witches. Some sorcery brought you to me, I do not doubt. The question I must answer is whether or not that sorcery is being used to the benefit of the Wraps. Are you a spy? Do you seek to lead the Wraps to me, telling them also the strength of my forces?”

“No, to both,” Pagonel answered simply and without hesitation. “I have come to To-gai to learn.”

Ashwarawu’s eyes opened wide at that surprising proclamation. “What is there to learn, mystic? How to fight? How to die?”

“Or perhaps, how to live.”

The young Ashwarawu rocked back a bit on his horse at the simple response and spent a long while studying the mystic, head to toe.

“You have come to learn,” he said slowly, and he seemed to be measuring Pagonel with each passing syllable. “To learn which side you must choose?”

“I did not know that the Jhesta Tu were involved with the struggle between Behren and To-gai.”

“You said that you were To-gai-ru!”

“I once was, and perhaps will yet be again,” Pagonel answered. “I do not know. For now, I am Jhesta Tu, and nothing more, and I have come to watch and to learn. And nothing more.”

The man sitting beside Ashwarawu spat upon the ground with obvious contempt. “Are we to provide entertainment, then?” he asked his leader.

But it was obvious to Pagonel that his words had intrigued Ashwarawu enough to push them past the point of such simple questions. The fierce leader continued to stare at Pagonel, trying to gain some measure, perhaps, or perhaps trying to weigh the potential good that could come from this unexpected meeting against the potential risks.

Ashwarawu was indeed leaning toward the possible benefits, Pagonel knew. How much stronger might his army become if the Jhesta Tu mystics were to side with him? For though Pagonel was likely the first Jhesta Tu Ashwarawu had ever seen, the legend of the warrior mystics from the Mountains of Fire was surely well-known through both lands, Behren and To-gai. And that legend, Pagonel also understood, had very likely become greatly inflated with each retelling.

“You are another mouth in search of food,” Ashwarawu said at length.

“I need no supplies, but will find my own.”

“And enough to feed some of my warriors, as well.”

“Agreed.”

And so on that cold winter day, nearing the end of God’s Year 840, the Jhesta Tu master joined the band of a young outlaw, one who was gaining the eyes and ears of Yatol Grysh in Dharyan, and even of Chezru Chieftain Yakim Douan in faraway Jacintha.

Ashwarawu had no idea of what it all meant, but he remained thrilled at the prospects of enlisting the Jhesta Tu in his cause.

Pagonel had no idea of what it all meant, but that quiet voice within him understood that joining up with Ashwarawu’s band, even as merely a spectator, would help him more quickly answer the many questions that had nagged at him since his vision after enlightenment had set him on the road to To-gai.

The wind-driven snow rode more horizontal than vertical, stinging Brynn and Runtly, forcing both to squint and often turn their heads. The tough pony trudged along, ears flat, but otherwise uncomplaining.

Brynn wasn’t worried. These stinging ice and snowstorms were commonplace on the steppes and rarely amounted to any deep accumulation.

The woman was growing frustrated, though, for she had been in the valley described by Barachuk and Tsolona for several days, with no sign of Ashwarawu and his band, no sign of any recent passage at all. She was anxious to get on with this part of her winding road, for she believed that this turn might lead her to her ultimate goal.

She knew that she wasn’t going to track Ashwarawu, or anyone else, at that time, though; and so she was taking Runtly along the northern ridge of the hills, looking for some overhang or shallow cave where they could find shelter.

The wind was howling about her, but Brynn felt very quiet, falling very far within herself. She thought again of those she had left behind, of Belli’mar Juraviel and Cazzira, of Lady Dasslerond and the distant land of Andur’Blough Inninness.

Mostly of Belli’mar Juraviel.

Brynn remembered all the stories the unusual elf had told her about his previous protégé, the famous Nightbird. She shivered, and not from the cold, when she recalled Juraviel’s story of his encounter with the demon, Bestesbulzibar, how Lady Dasslerond had come to his rescue, using her magic to take Juraviel and those humans in his charge—and the demon dactyl!—back to Andur’Blough Inninness, where her magic was strongest, so that she could battle the great demon. That fight had left the encroaching rot in the elven valley.

Brynn sighed quietly to herself as she considered the implications of that demon stain. Because of that, Aydrian had been taken in by Lady Dasslerond, who had some mysterious plan to use him to battle the stain. Because of that, Dasslerond’s interest in Brynn had become something more than the usual elf-ranger relationship. Thinking that her people might have to desert their fair valley, Dasslerond had determined that Brynn would help to open the road south by liberating the To-gai-ru.

It all tied together in such a strange and unexpected way.

Brynn held no illusions, though. She was not there for the sake of Lady Dasslerond. No, she was there for the good of the To-gai-ru. If Dasslerond and the elves benefitted from her actions taken for the gain of her own people, then all the better.

And she would take those actions, would free To-gai, the young woman believed. She just wished that Belli’mar Juraviel was there to help her along her road, to counsel her and guide her, to tell her when she was acting foolishly and when she was following the right fork in the path.

How she missed him! Both as mentor and friend!

Lost in the memories, Brynn did not notice Runtly’s ears coming up suddenly, nor even the little nicker the pony offered, in obvious surprise.

The form came out of the snowy haze in a wild rush, charging right beside the woman, club swinging to knock her from her mount.

Purely on instinct and reflex, Brynn ducked to the side and down and kicked a heel into Runtly’s flank, and the strong pony leaped away. The attacker turned to follow, though, and Brynn soon understood that he was not alone.

She brought Runtly into a flat-out gallop, cutting down to the center of the valley, trying to find more maneuvering room away from boxing walls. Riders rose up out of the white-out beside her, all with weapons raised.

Brynn resisted the urge to draw out her sword and instead focused on cutting Runtly into tight turns, kicking him into short bursts of speed, then pulling up fast and changing directions. For these were To-gai-ru warriors attacking her, and not Behrenese, and though their weapons were no less dangerous, Brynn had no desire to kill one of her own.

Of course, the fact that they were To-gai-ru, and on horseback, made them all the harder to shake.

Runtly turned a sharp right, slicing inside the angle of a rider trying to cut Brynn off. The To-gai-ru warrior launched a wild swing at her, his staff coming up far short, but Brynn leaned out and caught the end of it, then quickly turned Runtly back to the left so that she could pull the staff in closer and secure her seat.

The horses passed and Brynn had the stronger seat, and the To-gai-ru warrior tumbled down from his horse. He let go of his club as he fell, and Brynn put it up over her head and gave a great “whoop!”

She brought it around in a circle, then down hard to the side, deflecting the attack of another passing rider, then pulled it in and thrust it back out, catching the man under the arm as he passed and finding enough of a hook there to dislodge him, too, from his seat.

Brynn and Runtly charged straight ahead, directly into the blinding snow. Two large forms appeared before them, blocking the path, but the woman and her pony cut a deft turn.

Right at a tumble of waist-high boulders.

Her strong legs locking on the horse, Brynn went into a half seat and Runtly responded with a great leap, clearing the first boulder, then landing smoothly and launching again after a single stride to clear the second rock. Two strides later, the pony went over the third and largest rock.

Brynn heard pursuit from all around her, but she was smiling, exhilarated, feeling the wondrous interplay of great muscles beneath her.

Rider and horse had become as one, and a series of turns and sudden accelerations had Brynn weaving through the ranks of her pursuers, her staff working furiously to take one, and then another, to the ground.

But then she had to pull up short, for a standing line of dark riders appeared before her, and as she turned her head side to side, she saw that others were filling in about her. At her command, Runtly reared and went right around on his hind legs.

But there, too, behind her, loomed a line of grim-faced riders.

With a growl of defiance, Brynn threw down the staff and pulled forth her sword, and with a thought, set the blade aflame, challenging any and all to approach.

But none did. They sat solemn and stoic, patiently waiting.

And then, after Brynn had turned Runtly about several times, a large man on a black-and-white pinto appeared in the middle of one line, walking slowly and deliberately toward her. He had no weapon drawn, but still seemed to Brynn to be the most imposing and dangerous of the bunch!

He walked his horse right up before Runtly, staring at Brynn unblinkingly.

“Ashwarawu,” the woman said, and she was indeed surprised. Not because this was the legendary warrior sitting astride his horse before her, but merely because he was so young! He couldn’t even be her age, and she hadn’t seen twenty summers as yet!

He was tall and strong-featured, with a wide face and a square jaw and penetrating light gray eyes—made all the more remarkable because of his dark complexion and black hair. His shoulders were wide, as well, a girth exaggerated by the layers of furs that he wore as armor.

His expression didn’t change when Brynn spoke his name, and he seemed aloof to the woman, as if he had no doubts that she would know who he was. After a long moment, he held up one huge hand, an unthreatening gesture.

“You are far from any village, woman.”

“I am where I meant to be.”

The man cocked his eyebrows, smiling at her confident response. “You ride well.”

“I am To-gai-ru,” Brynn answered. “It is expected of me.”

Ashwarawu smiled and nodded his approval.

Brynn knew that the display that she had just put on had impressed all who had witnessed it, particularly the few warriors who had found the misfortune to cross her path. Given that, her matter-of-fact attitude about her riding skill seemed to impress Ashwarawu even more.

Just as she had hoped.

“Who are you, and why have you come?” the leader asked.

“I am Brynn Dharielle,” she answered loudly, wanting all about her to hear. “I have no home, and was a wanderer until very recently, when I happened upon a village controlled by a despised Yatol.”

“You fled the Yatol?”

“I killed the Yatol, and his Chezhou-Lei lackey beside him,” Brynn answered. “And so again, I have no home.”

“And others directed you to me,” Ashwarawu reasoned, fighting hard, obviously, to keep his expression and voice calm, though those about were murmuring with excitement and disbelief that this young and small warrior had defeated a Chezhou-Lei! To say nothing of the fact that through some magic they did not know, she had just set her sword aflame!

“It seemed a logical road, I suppose,” the woman answered.

Ashwarawu spent a long while studying her then, his eyes roaming over her, over her horse, out to her fabulous, still-burning weapon. “You are To-gai-ru,” he said at last. “We will not turn you out in the winter.”

Brynn let her sword’s fire burn out and slid the weapon away.

“But neither will you enjoy any treatment of privilege!” Ashwarawu roared suddenly. “You will work for your food and will serve as you are told to serve!”

Brynn nodded, expecting nothing more.

“And I will seek to find out the truth of your words, Brynn Dharielle,” the fierce leader promised. “If I find that you have spoken falsely to impress, then know that you have failed. If you have spoken falsely to deceive, to gain advantage for our enemies, then know that a most unpleasant death awaits you.”

“And if I have spoken truly?” Brynn asked slyly.

“Then you are welcome as one of my warriors,” Ashwarawu answered without hesitation. “Nothing more, nothing less.”

Before Brynn could say another word, the leader spun his horse and walked away, passing through the line, which collected into formation behind him.

Brynn waited as the rest of the force walked past her, then took her place at the end of the line, melting into the mountains with the rest of her new family.


Chapter 17
 [image: ]

The Grim Reality

BRYNN SAT ASTRIDE RUNTLY NEAR THE FAR END OF THE LONG LINE OF TO-GAI-RU warriors, her position showing her rank within Ashwarawu’s band, which was mostly determined by the time when she had joined. Next to her, higher up the ranking, sat a most curious man, dressed in a tan tunic and breeches, finely made, underneath a heavy bearskin wrap, and with a marvelous sash that seemed black most of the time but every so often flashed a myriad of colors in the light, like a tightly woven rainbow.

“Another caravan,” Brynn remarked, as the Behrenese train came into view far below in the crisp and clear winter-morning air. “How stupid are our enemies?”

Brynn had been with Ashwarawu’s band for three weeks, and this was the third caravan the rebel leader had found out, and now intended to destroy. The first two had proven to be easy victories, with the To-gai-ru warriors sweeping down upon the wagons, slicing apart the drivers and the meager contingent of guards.

“The Yatol of Dharyan hears the desperation of To’in Ru,” the monk replied, referring to a large and well-defended outposter settlement in the region, one that Ashwarawu had not yet gone against. “Perhaps the Yatol’s compassion for his own people blinds him. Or perhaps he does not understand our resolve.”

Brynn always listened carefully to this man, Pagonel, because he had a manner of putting things into a different perspective. It wasn’t always one with which she agreed, as now, but often over the last couple of weeks, she had found herself widening her opinions because of Pagonel’s softly spoken words—particularly concerning the Behrenese. The others of Ashwarawu’s band always referred to them with the derogatory “Wraps,” but never did Pagonel. And often, Pagonel dared to assume the likely perspective of the individual Behrenese, though Ashwarawu surely didn’t like him putting a human face on their enemies!

A To-gai-ru rider came galloping back then, running the line to the middle, where Ashwarawu sat waiting.

“Twenty soldiers guarding seven wagons,” the man reported. “Just like the last one.”

“We should take them as prisoners,” Brynn remarked under her breath.

“Ashwarawu will not,” Pagonel replied quietly.

Brynn turned to regard the mystic. She had not been speaking to him, but could not deny the truth of his response. Ashwarawu had made it perfectly clear to all of them: no Behrenese inside the borders of To-gai would be allowed to live.

Not the women, not the children.

Fortunately for Brynn, she had not been forced into killing noncombatant women and children as of yet. Both of the previous caravans, and this one, too, apparently, had been comprised mostly of soldiers, warriors, instruments of the imperial Yatols. Brynn could fight and kill such men, and a few warrior women, with clear conscience, for these were the invaders, the source of To-gai’s ills, the people who would destroy the To-gai-ru culture and heritage.

The woman tried not to think of the inevitable conflict that would arise between her and the fiery, dominating leader when at last the warrior band encountered Behrenese noncombatants.

She turned her attention to the situation at hand, eyeing the caravan as it meandered down below. Brynn understood her part well enough, for in Ashwarawu’s sweeping tactics, every role was the same. The raiders would wait until the caravan was directly below them. Then, with war whoops and weapons brandished high, the force would sweep down the sloping ground, slicing through the caravan like a swarm of angry bees, overwhelming the force with sheer numbers and sheer brutality, and with a deep-set confidence, the belief that a To-gai-ru warrior was simply superior to any Behrenese fighter.

The caravan continued along, drivers and guards seeming oblivious to the threat.

And so it began, a whirlwind, a charge, two hundred battle cries rising above the wind.

The drivers and soldiers tried to turn the wagons, tried to get into some sort of defensive position, but the charge was too fast.

On Runtly, Brynn leaped ahead of those closest to her, the strong pony outdistancing the others. Eager for battle, the young ranger veered in toward the center, outpacing even the strong black-and-white horse of Ashwarawu.

She came to the caravan first, her sword alight with fire, slashing across to fell the nearest mounted Behrenese soldier. She veered immediately back to the left as she connected, to meet a second warrior, her pulsating shield deflecting his thrusting spear up high.

Brynn cut even sharper to the left, with Runtly understanding and accepting the angle and smashing hard against the taller horse of the Behrenese soldier. The horse jumped to the side and the man lurched over, and Brynn wasted no time in smashing the soldier across the face with her shield. She pulled Runtly up to a rearing stop and turn, and slashed her sword across.

The soldier’s head dropped to the snow.

Runtly burst ahead, leaping the hitch between a pair of horses and the wagon behind them, then Brynn cut him sharply to the left, bringing her down the line along the undefended side of the caravan. She stabbed at each wagon driver in line, scoring a couple of hits, one fatal, and forcing three other drivers off the other side.

All semblance of defense was shattered as the frightened horses of those four wagons, some aided by a slap on the rump by Brynn, broke formation.

The ensuing frenzy was just the type of chaos favored by Ashwarawu and his warriors, and each Behrenese, soldier and driver, was quickly isolated from his kin, and quickly slashed, stabbed, or trampled.

It was over in a matter of moments, as fast as a passing avalanche. Only a couple of the Behrenese weren’t quite dead, lying bleeding in the snow, crying out in agony, crying out for mercy.

Brynn found Pagonel collecting one of the wayward wagons. She moved to help him, trying hard to ignore the cries of the wounded.

“It is not a pretty business,” the mystic remarked, seeing the distress on the young ranger’s face.

“I do not enjoy the killing,” Brynn admitted. She grabbed up the loose reins of one team then, and started to turn them about, but she stopped, noting that Pagonel was glancing at her and then to the side, silently motioning for her to take notice.

Brynn turned to see the To-gai-ru line reformed beside the bulk of the caravan, with Ashwarawu walking his horse slowly toward her.

“You fought well this day,” the leader observed. “As you have in the last encounters. As you did on the morning you were taken into my band.”

“I was well-trained,” Brynn replied. “And am To-gai-ru.” She managed a smile. “And none have ever found a better mount …” She stopped, realizing that the proud leader wasn’t even listening to her.

“You will move up seven places in the line, closer to me, I think,” Ashwarawu said offhandedly.

Brynn knew that she should be thrilled, but something about his tone and demeanor had her quite concerned.

“After you finish the task,” he said, and he slowly turned his head to regard one of the Behrenese soldiers lying upon the ground, writhing in pain.

Brynn looked at the man, understanding what was expected of her. But this task hit her hard, assaulting her sensibilities. It was one thing to do battle against an enemy, one she profoundly hated, but how could she view a man lying helpless upon the ground in such a light as that?

She looked back to Ashwarawu, to see him staring hard at her, not blinking, not flinching.

Brynn turned to Pagonel for support, for anything, and found him sitting there staring alternately at her and at the leader, as if weighing both.

The seconds slipped past.

“Finish the task,” Ashwarawu said slowly and deliberately.

Brynn found it hard to draw breath. She understood the depth of this trial, understood that if she was not strong, her place among the raiders, among all the To-gai-ru, would be forever diminished. She thought to argue about taking captives again, but knew that Ashwarawu was uncompromising on this point. The raider band did not have the resources to keep prisoners, to feed them or even to watch over them. And since no Behrenese soldiers or caravan drivers would offer any bargaining leverage whatsoever with any of the Yatol leaders, they were worthless to Ashwarawu.

Brynn scanned the leader and the others again, wishing that she had a way out, but understanding that she most certainly did not. She slid down from her pony; she could have done the deed astride, but she didn’t want to include Runtly in the dirty business.

Her bloody sword in hand, Brynn walked up to a wounded Behrenese. She chose the most grievously wounded man first, one who could not plead to her, could not even look her in the eye. He gasped for breath, blood pouring from his mouth with each exhalation, and Brynn knew that even if Ashwarawu had agreed to taking prisoners, there was nothing that she and the others could do to help this one.

Juraviel’s warnings about the cruelty of war echoed in the woman’s mind.

She struck fast and cleanly, stabbing the man through the heart, stilling his body and ending his misery.

The next wounded man looked up at her as she stood over him, his eyes pleading for mercy. He even managed a slight shake of his head, begging her not to strike.

Brynn looked up, then closed her eyes. She remembered keenly the moment when her parents had been murdered, purposely replaying that awful scene in her head again.

She struck, imagining that she was stabbing the man who had killed her parents.

And then she walked away. She held her sword out to the side and called forth its fire, using the flames to burn away the bloodstains.

She heard the cries of encouragement, the cheers, from the To-gai-ru, though she did not feel much like a hero at that moment. She saw the approving look of Ashwarawu.

Or was it an approving look? She had to wonder, for somewhere in the leader’s powerful expression, Brynn saw something more, and something far less. He had chosen her to carry out the executions, under the rationalization of glory, that she had performed well and so deserved the task of finishing the battle. But in looking at him then, Brynn understood that Ashwarawu had just tested her, and perhaps, that he had just tried to diminish her, in her own eyes if in no one else’s. Had Ashwarawu just taken a bit more control over Brynn?

The woman looked to Pagonel, who sat astride his horse, holding Runtly’s reins. She saw a sadness there in his face, and a measure of sympathy that she had not expected.

She took the reins and pulled herself up onto Runtly’s strong back, the pony accepting her, as always. She took some comfort in that, for Runtly would not judge her, as she could not help but judge herself.

“They were utterly overrun,” Wan Atenn reported to Yatol Grysh in the audience chamber of the great temple in Dharyan. “The dead of our people were left on the frozen ground and all but one destroyed wagon was taken.” The Chezhou-Lei warrior said it all matter-of-factly, as if the loss of a few soldiers and drivers was no big event.

Yatol Grysh’s stern look melted away. “And the foodstuffs were prepared as I ordered?” he asked, grinning.

“They were.”

At Grysh’s side, Carwan Pestle shifted in his seat and put a curious look over the Yatol.

“The food was poisoned,” Grysh happily explained. “That caravan had to ride back and forth several times before the rebels even took notice of it!”

“You sent them out there to be sacrificed?” Pestle asked, in surprise and not in judgment.

“Ashwarawu is a fool, but a dangerous one,” Grysh replied. “Of course, he may well be a dead fool now.”

The Yatol nodded, trying very hard not to glance in the direction of any of the several slaves—To-gai-ru all—who were working in the temple. He had no doubt that word of the treachery would soon spread to the steppes, and to Ashwarawu’s ears, but that was part of the fun of it, was it not? He looked to the stunned Carwan Pestle, and was a bit disappointed that his protégé hadn’t caught on to all of this sooner. None of the outposter towns truly needed any supplies, after all, so why had Grysh sent out three separate caravans?

Pestle was too innocent, the Yatol reasoned, to understand the need of such sacrifices. The first two caravans were necessary predecessors to the third batch of poisoned supplies.

Of course, even the third was no more than a ruse. There were no poisons available in any quantities that could kill a large group of men after days and days of sitting in foodstuffs that would not be readily detectable by even casual observation.

No, this too was a ruse, designed to bolster Ashwarawu’s confidence—in his own forces, in the incompetence of his enemies, and in the spy network that was so obviously working for him out of Dharyan. No doubt one of the workers in the temple would pass the word of the poisoned food, and another wretched Ru would rush out in the dark of night to find the rebel leader.

Grysh was glad he didn’t have to try to hide his sly smile, because he doubted that he could at that time.

He was drawing the rebel fool in, and he had eight hundred trained, professional soldiers at his disposal.

“You are surprised that I take so bold and decisive a step against the fool rebels?” Grysh asked Pestle.

“No, Yatol.”

“Yes, you are,” Grysh corrected. “Why not wait until the spring, after all, when we could send the might of Jacintha’s army against the rabble and be done with them quickly and easily?” Grysh paused, studying the man, mocking him with a wry grin. “Yes, you are surprised, and so our next visitor this day should help you to understand.”

With that, he looked to Wan Atenn and nodded, and the Chezhou-Lei relayed the signal to one of his guards by the great double doors. That man turned out to the hall and clapped his hands sharply, twice, and in walked Woh Lien and Dahmed Blie, the Chezhou-Lei leaders of the two visiting twenty-squares.

“Yatol,” Woh Lien said, snapping into a formal bow.

“Greetings to you, Chezhou-Lei.”

“We have come to inform you that our duties here are done. The supplies have been delivered and distributed. Your requested eight-square has been selected from among the finest of our warriors.”

“And so you plan to leave?”

“That is our command, Yatol.”

“To return to Jacintha, where you can chase birds from the fountains?” Grysh asked incredulously. “You are warriors, my friend, and here is a war for you to fight. You would turn from that to return to a city basking in peace and security?”

Chezhou-Lei Woh Lien glanced nervously over at his companion, who seemed equally ill-at-ease. “It is not our decision to make, Yatol.”

“Yet you are the commanders of your respective forces,” Grysh countered. “Surely you hold discretion in emergency situations.”

“True, Yatol. But there is no such emergency. Not at this time, at least, and the God-Voice has determined that we are to return, at the first break in the weather.”

He continued, but Grysh held up his hand, motioning for him to relent. “Go, then,” he said, looking from Carwan Pestle to Wan Atenn, his expression perfectly conveying a sense of worry—an emotion he certainly did not feel. “And let us pray that the wretch Ashwarawu was the first to taste of the last raid’s spoils!”

The Yatol, feigning anger and frustration, dismissed them all, then walked with a huff from the grand room, back to his private quarters, an honestly confused and concerned Carwan Pestle close behind.

But Yatol Grysh was not concerned. Not at all. He had a measure of this rebel, Ashwarawu, now. He was beginning to recognize the man’s patterns, and he knew that he was adding to the self-confidence that would ultimately bring the man down.

It would be an enjoyable spring in Dharyan.

“You are unnerved,” Pagonel remarked to Brynn the day after the caravan raid. Brynn was sitting off to the side of the camp cleaning her sword, alone and apparently calm and composed, but the perceptive mystic had seen through the façade. “It is one thing to kill a man in combat—the rush of fear and the need for self-defense allows for conscious justification. But it is quite another to kill a man lying helpless on the ground. Be relieved, my friend, that there were no uninjured Behrenese after the raid, no men who had just been knocked aside and captured.”

“You presume much.”

Pagonel gave a disarming smile. “A soldier invading your homeland deserves death, perhaps.”

“Any Behrenese entering To-gai uninvited deserves death,” Brynn said with as much conviction as she could muster.

“Do they?” The question was spoken, again, with perfect calm and the appearance of sincere reasoning. “If you happened upon a settlement and found a young Behrenese mother with her child, would you kill them? Without guilt?”

Brynn stared hard at him.

“You would put them on the road to their own land, perhaps,” the mystic remarked. “And likely with enough supplies so that their road would not be dangerous.”

Brynn went back to her work on the sword, her expression intense. “You presume much.”

“Presumptions, perhaps, but based upon considerable observation,” the mystic explained, taking a seat beside the young ranger. “I watched you at your practice this morning.”

The statement froze Brynn in place. She had walked off far from the To-gai-ru encampment early that morning to practice her bi’nelle dasada, the elven sword dance, a ritual that she had been neglecting far too often of late. In the elven valley, Brynn had performed the dance nude, but since it was winter here on the steppes, with that constantly chill wind cutting across the iced grasses, she had worn a slight shift that morning. Still, Pagonel’s proclamation caught her off guard, and made her feel no less violated than if she had been dancing nude. Bi’nelle dasada was an intensely personal exercise, a disciplined series of elaborate motions designed to physically train the muscles in the motions of battle, but even more than that, to extend the consciousness, to heighten the bond between body and mind.

Slowly, the young woman looked up at Pagonel.

“We of Jhesta Tu have similar routines,” the mystic explained. “Quite similar, though we rarely fight or practice with weapons. The Chezhou-Lei warriors do, as well. As do certain factions of the Abellican Church to the north. I am curious as to how you came to learn such a dance, for yours, I believe, is quite extraordinary.”

“It is not your business,” Brynn said, with all the warnings of Dasslerond that bi’nelle dasada was a secret not to be shared echoing in her mind. She went back to her work on the sword again, pointedly.

“One day we will speak of it, I hope. But of course, the choice is yours. As for the events of yesterday, I am glad to see that you are troubled by them.”

Brynn looked back at him again, her expression skeptical, though Pagonel could not be sure if she was trying to deny the premise of his statement, that she was troubled, or if she was merely confused that he should be glad to witness her guilt.

“You trouble yourself needlessly,” he explained. “Those men were dead anyway—by Ashwarawu’s hand if not by the wounds they had already received. And you struck with mercy and compassion, which is more than most would have done, and is as much as the doomed soldiers could have expected. Our mighty leader would not allow his reputation to be diminished for the sake of Behrenese soldiers.”

“Should he?” Brynn asked, her tone making it fairly clear that she sided with Pagonel on this issue.

“I know not,” the mystic admitted. “Ashwarawu’s reputation serves him, and To-gai, well, I believe. Can the cost of conscience be weighed against that?”

“If you do not believe that the Behrenese must be forced from To-gai, then why are you here?”

“I do not know,” the mystic honestly replied, and he gave a self-deprecating chuckle. “That is a question that I must answer myself. Still, I beg that you consider the question I posed to you, because if we happen upon a village of Behrenese that contains women and children and other noncombatants, you may well find yourself in need of the answer. Will you kill an innocent child at Ashwarawu’s insistence? Or are you so convinced that there are no innocent Behrenese?”

“Are you intent upon sowing dissent within our band?”

Pagonel chuckled again. “I speak with none of the others, unless they ask something of me.”

“Then why do you take such an interest in Brynn Dharielle?”

“I saw you at your practice this morning,” the mystic replied, and he let it go at that.

Brynn started to look back at him, but was interrupted by a figure approaching—a quite intimidating figure, large and chiseled.

“Another glorious victory!” Ashwarawu proclaimed. “Will the trail of Ashwarawu end before it has run right through Jacintha?”

Brynn smiled at him, but his reference to himself in the third person settled uneasily within her. Mostly because Brynn did not believe that Ashwarawu was speaking of “Ashwarawu” as anything greater than himself.

“But the caravans will cease, I fear,” the rebel leader went on. “Fat Yatol Grysh will not dare to send many more against the power of Ashwarawu. We may have to destroy a few outposter settlements to garner our supplies through the winter.”

Brynn’s façade cracked for just a moment as images of herded noncombatants flashed through her mind.

“Or maybe we go right into Behren, eh?” Ashwarawu said with a wicked grin.

Brynn shrugged and held her smile.

“And what of you, mystic?” Ashwarawu asked, turning abruptly to Pagonel. “Have you decided why you have joined with us?”

“Contemplation follows its own hourglass,” Pagonel replied.

Ashwarawu looked at him incredulously for a moment, then exploded into a great burst of laughter. “Well, take your time, then!” he said. “You were helpful in controlling the horses, even if you did not fight. Just continue to be helpful. Continue to earn the food I give to you.”

Pagonel decided not to point out the fact that his skilled foraging was bringing in far more food than he was consuming.

“A curious pair, if ever I saw one!” Ashwarawu said, stepping back and surveying Brynn and Pagonel. “Are you certain that you are not father and daughter?”

Brynn winced. Ashwarawu had spoken the words in jest, obviously, but any reference to her father stung. The woman’s expression quickly reverted, though.

Ashwarawu cleared his throat, obviously seeing the discomfort he had brought to Brynn. “Well, you fought magnificently yesterday,” he said. “I do not relinquish the pleasure of killing the wounded and captured Behrenese easily!”

Brynn merely smiled, hearing Pagonel’s warnings in her head.

“Come with me, my warrior,” the imposing leader said, and he held his hand out toward a confused Brynn.

She glanced at Pagonel, but his expression offered little advice, and so she took Ashwarawu’s hand, stood and sheathed her sword, and followed the large young man away.

He walked her right past the encampment—and Brynn didn’t miss several rather lewd snickers she heard from men along the perimeter—to a small tent set up in the distance.

Inside were piles of furs, and Ashwarawu bade Brynn to sit down. She did so, moving to the far side of the small tent, and though she had her back against one side, and Ashwarawu had his against the opposite side, their legs were practically entwined.

The leader began taking off some of his layers of furs, but Brynn thought nothing of it. The tent was warm; no doubt heated stones had been placed under the furs.

“When we chased you about the valley on that first day of your arrival, you proved your skill,” Ashwarawu said. “In the battles against the Wraps, you have proven your worth. Your strength and your will.”

Stripped to one shirt and simple breeches, the young man came forward suddenly, going to his knees before the woman. “I feared that I would not find a woman suitable for Ashwarawu,” he said, and he moved right in, wrapping Brynn with his powerful arms and pressing his lips against hers.

A rush of confusion washed through Brynn. On the most basic level, Ashwarawu was undeniably handsome, with his strong features and honed muscles, the epitome of To-gai-ru manhood. Add to that the woman’s feelings of duty, that her role within Ashwarawu’s band at that time was whatever Ashwarawu determined her role to be, and she did not immediately refuse.

Ashwarawu pulled her down to the furs and his hands started roaming about her body, sliding under the furs she wore. He kept kissing her, and started to undress her.

Brynn could not deny some of the tingles his touch excited in her, in ways that the innocent young woman had never known. But neither could she deny her instincts that this was not right. Not for her. Not then and there.

She pushed Ashwarawu away, or tried to, for the powerful young man just grabbed on tighter and pressed his lips against hers more forcefully.

Brynn slipped her hand under his and gave a subtle twist, freeing her enough to pull back.

“No,” she said.

If she had picked up a knife and stabbed it into his chest, Ashwarawu’s expression would have been no less incredulous.

“You deny Ashwarawu?”

He lessened his grasp as he spoke, and Brynn wriggled free and went back to sitting against the side of the tent.

“I do not even know you,” the woman replied. She hated the wounded look on his face, the expression that she had put there. For a moment, she felt very foolish and very ashamed that she was not more of a woman.

“I am Ashwarawu!” he said. “I am the bringer of hope to the To-gai-ru. I am he whom the Behrenese fear!”

“In all those things, you speak truly,” Brynn admitted, her voice barely a whisper.

“You should feel proud that I have chosen you to lie with me!”

Brynn looked at him hard, her expression sufficient to keep him at bay, for indeed he had started to advance again. She tried desperately to sort through the myriad feelings and thoughts that were swirling about her mind, but all that she could ask at that moment was, “Is gratitude a reason to make love?”

Ashwarawu sat back, looking very much as if he did not understand.

“I do not know!” Brynn spouted. “I am not sure.”

“Pleasure me,” the man demanded. “Let me pleasure you, for tomorrow we might die upon the field!”

On one level, his words made perfect sense to Brynn. Did she wish to die a virgin, after all? In truth, to that moment, she had hardly thought about it, for her life had been full of so many other joys and responsibilities.

On another level, though, Brynn could not dismiss her feeling that this was not right for her. Not at that time. So many things about Ashwarawu seemed appealing—his appearance not the least of them. But so many other questions remained in the back of the woman’s mind.

“No,” she said with conviction. “I do not know you. I serve you with my blade, and with my body in battle.”

“You would serve me well tonight,” the man complained.

“That is not a role I choose,” Brynn said, and though the conflicts remained within her, she was on solid emotional ground, had made up her mind and would not be persuaded otherwise.

“Ashwarawu!” came a voice from outside, some distance away.

The To-gai-ru leader glanced at the tent flap, then back at Brynn, coldly, but then moved and pushed the flap aside.

“Barou is very sick,” the distant voice explained. “And others are feeling ill.”

Ashwarawu grabbed his furs and crawled for the tent entrance. He glanced back at Brynn once, his expression clearly conveying his demand that the events of that night be kept secret between them. “We will finish this another time,” he said.

Brynn didn’t know if he was referring to the discussion or the lovemaking, and she even got an uneasy feeling that there was a veiled threat in his statement.

She collected herself then and started to follow, but paused once, considering the irony of it all.

On the field the day before, Ashwarawu had been able to make her put aside the questions of her conscience and take the lives of the two wounded men. In here, he had essentially tried to do the same thing, to use her as an extension of his wishes, whatever her own desires might have been.

So much of what Ashwarawu did offended Brynn at a very instinctive level, and yet, he was proving to be effective. Undeniably.

Was this the definition of a leader?

Brynn did not know.

That night, Barou, a young warrior still in his teens, died, and many others grew sick. It didn’t take the To-gai-ru long to realize that the men had been poisoned.

Pagonel stepped in, offering to examine all of the foodstuffs. No one quite understood what the mystic meant to do, but no one questioned him, either.

He approached each bundle of food solemnly, falling deep within himself, and, as an Abellican monk employing hematite might do, he sent his sensibilities right into the food, visualizing any “sickness” within the foodstuff.

He told them which of the supplies were fit to eat, and which were not, and though many sent questioning looks his way, unable to comprehend his methods and therefore doubting his conclusions, Ashwarawu nodded his agreement.

The powerful leader walked up to the first bundle Pagonel had proclaimed as safe, lifted the meat to his mouth, and tore off a huge chunk.

“So, you have found a way to be useful!” Ashwarawu declared, and all of the raiders began to cheer for Pagonel.

Brynn watched it all, scrutinizing Ashwarawu’s every move, studying how he played upon the emotions of the crowd, turning their hope to the benefit of his own stature, but also to the general good feeling and morale. It was obvious to her that Ashwarawu understood that the poison placed in the food could have more emotional impact than the physical toll it had inflicted. The poison could have shaken the confidence of the raiders in themselves, in the weaknesses of their enemy, and in their leader.

That was all behind them now, suddenly, as long as Pagonel’s proclamations about the food proved accurate.

Brynn, who understood the deeper levels of magic and perception because of her time with the elves, was beginning to recognize the depth of this Jhesta Tu mystic, and had no doubt that his decisions about the foodstuffs would prove correct.

They did indeed over the course of the next week.

Several uneventful days followed, as the raider band regrouped. As with the period following almost every victory, more soldiers came in to join with mighty Ashwarawu. Brynn watched the leader closely throughout that time period, measuring his words and his actions, trying to determine what he was doing that worked well, and what seemed not so effective. All the while, she couldn’t dismiss the obvious fact that Ashwarawu was really a very young man, younger than she was herself.

What he lacked in maturity and tact, though, he made up for in sheer bravery and ferocity.

That was his secret, Brynn decided. His bravery was dominant, so much so that his mere presence lent strength and courage to those around him—as it had when he had lifted the meat Pagonel had said was untainted to his lips and taken a huge bite of it. He had not ordered a lesser to taste the food. And in battle, Ashwarawu did not follow his warriors in.

No, he led, howling and cheering, inviting the enemy to fight him.

Also to the man’s credit, Ashwarawu did not pressure Brynn in those days, nor did he try to ignore her. He treated her pretty much as he treated everyone else—except that Brynn often caught him stealing glances at her.

Brynn awoke one morning to find the camp all abuzz. She found Pagonel not far from her tent flap, the mystic looking on in amusement as many of the other raiders flocked about a middle-aged To-gai-ru woman.

“Ya Ya Deng has arrived,” the mystic explained, though the name meant nothing to Brynn.

“An informant from Dharyan,” Pagonel went on in response to Brynn’s blank stare. “Her cousin works in the great temple of Dharyan and often overhears Yatol Grysh and his leaders.”

Brynn nodded and turned back to regard the woman.

“She came in to tell us of the poisoned food,” Pagonel went on. “Though she recognized that she would likely arrive too late.”

“How convenient for Yatol Grysh,” Brynn remarked off-handedly, and though she wasn’t really suspicious, the thought did cross her mind that any such informant had to be handled carefully.

“Her information has been reliable on many matters, I am told,” Pagonel replied. “Ya Ya Deng is among Ashwarawu’s greatest assets.”

“She must be loyal to have come all the way from Dharyan, though she knew that her information would not be timely.”

“She came in to inform Ashwarawu, as well, that the two twenty-squares of Jacintha soldiers who arrived in Dharyan will not be staying, nor will they be heading west to To-gai,” the mystic said. “Apparently, they are to return to Jacintha on the first true break in the weather.”

Brynn looked at him curiously. “Twenty-squares?”

“Ashwarawu learned of their arrival in Dharyan. Perhaps that is why we have not been skirting the borderland of late. I believe that our leader feared that his reputation might have grown too strong too far to the east too quickly, catching the attention of enemies he is not ready to face.”

Brynn nodded, understanding well why Ashwarawu would welcome the news that eight hundred trained and well-outfitted soldiers were turning back to the east instead of coming his way.

“A fine line, is reputation,” Pagonel warned. “While it benefits among allies, inspiring confidence and support, its effects on the enemy are varied. On the one hand, how much stronger are your forces if the enemy is in fear of you because of your reputation. On the other, the game is dangerous when your enemy is powerful enough to destroy you, as the Chezru Chieftain certainly is, concerning all of To-gai.”

Brynn nodded but did not reply. This was an important lesson, she knew, and one that she would not forget.

Winter’s grasp grew thin on the land early in God’s Year 841. Several storms reared above the plateau, only to fizzle as they crossed out of the mountains, turning to a gentle rain or disappearing altogether.

On the last day of the second month, with all of the fanfare they had brought upon their arrival to Dharyan, the two Jacintha twenty-squares marched out of the western Behrenese city. They left behind the sixty-four soldiers Yatol Grysh had requested the previous summer, but seemed no less diminished as they marched, rank upon rank, down the eastern road.

They crossed through Bohgadee, the next Behrenese city in line, two days later, again with horns blaring, and then continued on down the eastern road, into the sandy desert, empty for many miles before the next oasis and city.

And there, in the empty wasteland, the army of Jacintha executed their turn, with Chezhou-Lei Dahmed Blie’s group turning south and back to the west, and Chezhou-Lei Woh Lien’s group turning north and then back to the west.

Advance groups, posing as simple scouting parties, had already prepared their camps, in the foothills along the mountains northwest of Dharyan, and in the cave complexes along the plateaus southwest of Dharyan.

There they would wait for proud Ashwarawu to err.


Chapter 18
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Baiting the Hook

CARWAN PESTLE SETTLED INTO HIS CHAIR AT YATOL GRYSH’S SIDE IN THE MAIN audience chamber of the temple in Dharyan.

Wan Atenn walked into the room almost immediately, storming up to stand right before the pair.

“You have heard the latest reports of the rebels, I suppose,” Yatol Grysh remarked.

Carwan Pestle nodded, for he, too, had heard the reports, which placed Ashwarawu closer to the rim of the To-gai plateau than before.

“Ashwarawu is within striking distance of Dancala Grysh,” said the Yatol, referring to a small outposter settlement, just over the To-gai rim, that had only recently been renamed in his honor.

Wan Atenn nodded.

“That settlement must not fall!” Grysh yelled suddenly, rising from his seat, a huge scowl upon his thick-jowled face. “I will not be insulted as Chezru Chieftain Douan was insulted by the fall of Douan Cal!”

“The Jacintha soldiers have departed, Yatol,” Wan Atenn reminded. “I have few warriors at my disposal—”

“You have the garrison of Dharyan, bolstered by the men from Jacintha who remained behind. That should be sufficient to crush the fool Ru and his wretched followers.”

Wan Atenn stiffened, squaring his shoulders and puffing out his broad and powerful chest. “Even with the additional soldiers, the defense of Dharyan—”

“I did not ask you to defend Dharyan!” Yatol Grysh screamed at him.

“Yatol?” the seemingly stunned Chezhou-Lei warrior asked. “That is my mission, above all. To defend Dharyan and to defend Yatol Grysh.”

“And to defend the reputation of Yatol Grysh, you must defend Dancala Grysh,” the Yatol explained.

Wan Atenn spent a long while staring at his leader. So did a confused Carwan Pestle. He had rarely seen the calculating Grysh so animated, and could hardly believe that Grysh cared so much about a minor settlement that had borne his name for only a few months.

“Dancala Grysh has only a partial wall, and no defensive emplacements,” Wan Atenn explained. “To properly defend it will take nearly as many soldiers as are needed to defend Dharyan itself.”

“Then take them.”

“Yatol, I cannot,” the Chezhou-Lei warrior gasped.

“We have more than three hundred men in garrison,” the Yatol said. “More than enough to defeat the one or two hundred known to ride with Ashwarawu, even without defensive emplacements. And even if our losses are heavy in the fight, ridding the land of that dog Ashwarawu will be worth the price. I will call to Jacintha for replacements, if need be, once the battle is won.”

“Perhaps you should put out the call now, Yatol,” Wan Atenn offered. “Reinforce Dharyan before ordering the garrison out on the hunt.”

“Dharyan is secure.”

“There are goblins in the mountains to the north.”

Carwan Pestle looked at the Chezhou-Lei warrior curiously after that remark. There had been no recent reports of any goblins forming in the mountains—not in any real numbers, anyway.

“You wished to poison the rebels, and so we tried, and so we failed,” Yatol Grysh countered. “How many embarrassments must I suffer at the hands of the dog Ashwarawu? No more, I say. He is said to be near Dancala Grysh, and so there you will go with my soldiers. And there he will die, and I will be bothered in hearing his name no more!”

Wan Atenn stiffened again, noticeably. “I will not, Yatol,” he said calmly. “I am bound to remain by your side whenever I perceive that you are vulnerable. And so you shall be if …” He paused and stared at the Yatol, then nodded hesitantly. “When,” he corrected, “the garrison marches to Dancala Grysh. They will defeat Ashwarawu without me, I am sure.”

Yatol Grysh stared coldly at the Chezhou-Lei warrior for a few moments, then gave a tension-breaking laugh. “Press a hundred men into service to accompany the garrison,” he said. “It will take at least that many to make up for the absence of Wan Atenn in the battle for Dancala Grysh. And select another hundred civilians to bolster our walls. The Shepherds can spare a couple of weeks away from their flocks, and this business should be promptly concluded. It saddens me that you will not be there as my personal representative when Ashwarawu is killed, but I will not force you to abandon your vows to protect me.”

With a click of his heels and a curt bow, Wan Atenn spun about and strode powerfully out of the room.

“I do not think …” Carwan Pestle started to ask, but the Yatol cut him short.

“I am weary and will retire now,” he said. “Come with me to my private quarters, that we might speak of these new decisions. Perhaps I will send you as my emissary to Dancala Grysh.”

That remark certainly widened Carwan Pestle’s eyes, but he held his tongue, obediently following his master from the audience hall, back to the lavish private quarters.

“Speak openly,” Grysh said as he fell into a comfortable chair in a small and cozy room.

Carwan Pestle stammered over a couple of words.

“Speak, young Shepherd,” the Yatol demanded. “This is a glorious time. Do you not understand?”

“You mean to chase Ashwarawu across the steppes, Yatol?” Pestle asked nervously. “I thought that our policy of bolstering the defenses of the settlements slowly and deliberately, of encouraging walls to be built around every village, and of sending soldiers out to oversee the construction of proper defenses was becoming effective. Over the whole of the winter, Ashwarawu has not struck at a single village. Only caravans.”

“Of course it has been effective,” Grysh replied. “Ashwarawu cannot risk defeat at a minor settlement when so little gain is to be found and so great is the possible loss. He will attack Dancala Grysh only if he perceives that there is little risk.”

“The town is not the best defended of the settlements, at last assessment, but—” Carwan Pestle was stopped short by Grysh’s renewed laughter.

“Wan Atenn understands,” the Yatol explained. “That is why the glory-hungry Chezhou-Lei refused to leave Dharyan.”

Carwan Pestle’s face screwed up with confusion, then his eyes gradually widened as he began to catch on. “You believe that Ashwarawu will bypass Dancala Grysh and strike at Dharyan?” he asked incredulously.

“All signs are that his force has grown stronger,” the Yatol reasoned. “Ashwarawu’s reputation lends courage to all the Ru, and each of his victories sends more warriors flocking to join him. A great and significant victory could mobilize the entire region of To-gai behind him. Ashwarawu is no fool. If he thinks we are weakened here, he will desire that significant victory—one that will carry him to greater glory over the course of the summer. He knows that he cannot continue striking and running, that soon enough we will grow tired of him and send an army powerful enough to hunt him down and utterly destroy him—I am sure that he was a bit worried when two twenty-squares marched into Dharyan at the beginning of the winter, fearing just that consequence. Thus he needs the big strike, the huge victory, to wave as a rallying pennant to the other To-gai-ru. He will come against us, and then he will be mine.”

Carwan Pestle sat back and digested it all; and of course, it then made sense to him. All of it. For why would Wan Atenn ever have truly feared for Yatol Grysh and Dharyan with eight hundred soldiers camped within a day’s march of the city?

It was all a coordinated plan, all a ruse designed to lure Ashwarawu, to make the rebel leader think that the grandest prize of all was his for the taking. Carwan Pestle stared at Yatol Grysh with sincere admiration then, for the man had been executing this one ruse since the unexpected arrival of the Jacintha soldiers. Each movement he had made, each caravan sacrificed, each accurate message slipped out to the Ru informants, had led to this hoped-for conclusion.

“I know Ashwarawu better than Ashwarawu knows himself,” the Yatol said with confidence. “I understand the motivation behind the warrior. That motivation is pride, my young friend, and pride is the easiest human weakness to exploit. Oh yes, he will come. And he will die. And it will be a long time indeed before the Ru find the courage to stand against Behren again. Watch and learn well, my student, for you will likely succeed me and face the next Ashwarawu, and how disappointed I will be in Paradise if I look back upon the earthly realm to witness your failure.”

Carwan Pestle nodded, and then, as Grysh exploded into another burst of laughter, let a smile spread across his face. As he considered all that had transpired over the winter—the caravans sent out as bait in very specific order and to very specific locations; the poisoning ruse, done merely to make Ashwarawu even more confident in himself and in his informants; the renaming of the minor settlement—for no better reason, he now understood, than to make his desired defense of it seem more plausible. Carwan Pestle realized that he had very much to learn.

He recalled the last brutal lesson, at the riverbed and the Ru encampment, and couldn’t stop a shudder from running along his spine.

Brutal and effective.

Carwan Pestle trusted his teacher, even though he was terrified of the man.

“Our friend from Dharyan challenges us,” Ashwarawu was telling his soldiers. “He does not understand how we have grown.”

“In numbers and in resolve,” Pagonel, who was standing far to the side of the group, whispered so that only Brynn could hear.

The young ranger smiled; they had both heard this speech many times before.

The band was on a high ridge that day, looking down at the distant outposter settlement, and the line of soldiers streaming into it. The estimates of their scouts had put the number of soldiers at near to four hundred, which made it almost twice as large as the force that Ashwarawu possessed, though his forces had more than doubled in the waning days of the winter season.

Still, the confident raiders believed that one To-gai-ru warrior was worth three Behrenese, at least.

“We will answer that challenge,” Brynn heard the brave leader declare. “On our terms and in our time.”

“Do you think he will lead us against the settlement?” Brynn asked Pagonel.

The mystic shrugged. “I do not think it a wise course, for though I believe that we would win, our losses would be heavy.”

Brynn felt exactly the same way, but this was Ashwarawu they were speaking of, and so she had no idea if he would lead the charge or not.

The raider band camped on the ridge that night, sending out scouting arms to encircle the village, while other riders went out farther to the east, looking for a certain informant at every determined rendezvous site.

Ya Ya Deng’s information arrived the very next morning, confirming what the scouts had come to believe, that this was the Dharyan garrison, almost the whole of the Dharyan garrison, come out to fortify the settlement.

Once again, Ashwarawu convened his raiders on the ridge overlooking the busy village, and once again, Brynn and Pagonel sat astride their horses to the side of the main body of raiders.

“You seem troubled,” Brynn remarked as Ashwarawu began rousing his soldiers.

The mystic shook his head, his eyes never leaving the distant settlement. “Yatol Grysh sends out his garrison so soon after the Jacintha soldiers leave Dharyan?”

“Ya Ya Deng claims that he will not have a village bearing his name fall to Ashwarawu. Perhaps that will inspire our leader to attack at once.”

Her sarcasm was not lost on the mystic, but he remained too perplexed and unsure to comment on it. With Pagonel still looking down at the distant settlement, Brynn turned her attention back to Ashwarawu.

“Yatol Grysh brings his forces here, out in the open, as a challenge to us and to all To-gai,” Ashwarawu reasoned. “He believes that this paltry force can defeat us!”

“No!” came the cries from many corners of the camp.

“Are we to accept this challenge?” Ashwarawu asked.

“Death to the Wraps!” one man cried, and another and then another echoed his sentiment.

Ashwarawu put on a wicked grin. “Death to Yatol Grysh,” he said. “In his arrogance and frustration, he has erred, for his forces cannot match our pace as we ride to the east!”

“I think he just said that we are to attack Dharyan,” Brynn remarked to Pagonel dryly.

That got the mystic’s attention, and he looked to her, then turned to the distant Ashwarawu.

“Let us take the battle to Yatol Grysh’s home, and see how strong his resolve remains,” Ashwarawu cried. “Our enemy thinks so little of us that he empties his city in the hunt. He insults us and taunts us. How loud will his taunts resound when Dharyan is in flames?”

That last question elicited thunderous cheers from the gathering, as fierce a war cry as Brynn Dharielle had ever heard, and the woman joined in.

But Pagonel did not. He was looking back at the settlement, then, thinking that this was all a bit too convenient. Certainly the rebels had discussed attacking Dharyan before; they had even made arrangements, through Ya Ya Deng, to build some support within the city if a battle should be joined.

But now, so suddenly, Dharyan seemed ripe for the plucking.

Obviously so.

The raider band set out almost immediately, breaking down their camp with stunning efficiency and riding hard to the east. Dharyan was five days away, but Ashwarawu hoped to knock a full day off the journey, so that the city could be struck, perhaps even sacked, before the garrison now settled into the outposter village could hope to get back and help.

The rebel band eagerly accepted Ashwarawu’s desired pace, even exceeding it, so that the white walls of Dharyan and the great temple within were visible to them as they set their camp on the third night.

“Tomorrow will bring triumph or disaster,” Brynn said to Pagonel.

“A resigned tone is not the voice of a warrior,” the mystic observed. “What do you fear?”

Brynn spent a long while sorting through her feelings, then answered quietly, “It seems as if our enemy, Grysh, has erred in failing to understand the strength of our forces. Could he have been so foolish as to strip his walls of trained soldiers?”

“Or?” The mystic’s prompting told Brynn that he knew everything she was thinking, that he had likely already sorted these confusing issues out in his own mind.

“Or he wanted us here,” Brynn admitted. She gave a great sigh. “But does not every leader faced with such a seemingly wondrous opportunity question it? And are not blunders, exactly like this one that Yatol Grysh has apparently made, often the turning point in a prolonged battle?”

“He does, and they are,” the mystic answered.

“Then where does that leave us?”

In response, Pagonel nodded toward Ashwarawu, who was sitting near a small fire, chatting and laughing with some of the newer raiders. Whatever his faults, Brynn could not deny the love the raider band held for this man. She saw them staring, awestricken, at him, looking up to him for guidance.

Looking up to Ashwarawu for hope.

The next dawn came shrouded in a heavy overcast, and the To-gai-ru camp settled in quietly, drawing up their plans, readying their horses and weapons.

Various warriors were selected for various duties: strong riders to carry the torches to the base of the wall; the stealthiest of the group to lead the way in, scaling Dharyan’s low wall and quickly and quietly finishing off the sentries.

Ashwarawu wasted no time in approaching Pagonel for this second task. The Jhesta Tu were noted for the ability to follow the path of shadows, and with no more sound than a shadow might make!

The mystic stared up at the large and imposing man. This was not an easy moment for Pagonel, for if he accepted the duty, he would be thrust into combat. But this was a crucial moment for the raiders and for all of To-gai. If Ashwarawu could win a victory here, in the largest Behrenese city in all the region, then his reputation would explode across the steppes and scores, hundreds, perhaps thousands, of To-gai-ru would flock to join with him.

“I will help to clear the wall,” the mystic agreed.

“As will I,” Brynn added, and Ashwarawu looked at her curiously, as did his entourage of warriors, for the leader had not asked Brynn.

One of the large men standing beside Ashwarawu broke into laughter, and the others joined in, but Ashwarawu stopped them fast with an upraised hand.

“You have proven your value as a warrior upon your horse,” the leader explained to Brynn.

“I am stronger with the sword afoot,” Brynn said. “And have been trained well in the art of stealth. The Wraps will never know I am there.”

Neither Ashwarawu nor his entourage seemed convinced, but what bothered Brynn at that moment most of all was the incredulous, even disappointed, look that came back at her from Pagonel.

“You will ride in the line, where your fine bow will be of greatest value,” the leader said, and he let his look linger long on Brynn, then walked away.

“Do not judge me,” Brynn said to the mystic when they were alone again. “Did you not just agree to become an assassin yourself?”

“The word does not flow prettily from your lips,” Pagonel replied.

“The word?”

“Wraps,” Pagonel explained. “Speaking the word does not become you.” He rose and bowed to her, then walked off, leaving her with her thoughts.

Wan Atenn stalked the wall of Dharyan all that day, for he and his Yatol knew well that Ashwarawu was near. The fierce Chezhou-Lei relished the coming battle, and only hoped that he would get the chance to kill many of the hated Ru before the two twenty-squares closed upon them and utterly obliterated them.

Dare Wan Atenn hope that he might get a chance to kill Ashwarawu himself?

He had only two hundred men with which to defend the city, half of whom were mere peasants and certainly not skilled in the ways of disciplined soldiers. He expected that Ashwarawu’s band would number at least his total, despite what Yatol Grysh had predicted. And while Wan Atenn knew that he could easily kill any two of Ashwarawu’s warriors, he did not underestimate the ferocity of the Ru.

The city had to hold firm, with little damage or loss of life, until the armies arrived.

When night fell and there remained no signs of the approaching raiders, Wan Atenn feared that Ashwarawu had sniffed out the trap. Perhaps the Ru had noted the approach of one of the twenty-squares, the soldiers moving into position barely an hour’s march from the city. If that was the case, the Chezhou-Lei decided then and there that he would take up the soldiers and pursue the dog, all the way to western To-gai if necessary!

He was standing by the main gatehouse, instructing a handful of sentries, when the first unusual sound reached his ears, one that the other men in the gatehouse didn’t even seem to notice, but one that piqued the interest of the superbly trained warrior.

“Hold fast your positions,” the Chezhou-Lei warrior instructed, and he moved off, silent as death, along the wall.

Pagonel had little difficulty in getting to the base of Dharyan’s wall undetected. Once there, the mystic fell into his life energy, willing it upward and in doing so, lightening his body.

The mystic ran his hand along the wall, feeling the grooves between the large stone blocks. When it had been constructed, a sandy mortar had been used to fill the seals between the stones, but the continual wind off the mountains and the steppes had cleared most of that fill away.

Pagonel was at the base of the highest point in the wall, but it was only a dozen feet, and the mystic went up it as easily as if he was crawling across a floor. At the top, he paused and listened, noting the approaching footsteps of a soldier—he knew that because he could hear the rattle of a weapon against armor.

Still hanging over the side, the mystic brought his legs up as high as he could and set them firmly, then listened, measuring the approach.

The Behrenese soldier spun to his left, facing out over the wall, as the form lifted past. Obviously confused, the soldier never even realized that the springing mystic had gone right above him. He was still staring out at the darkness when Pagonel came down atop him.

Pagonel’s foot snap-kicked the man in the back as he descended, blasting away both breath and voice. And by the time the mystic landed lightly behind the dazed soldier, he had already put a twisting chokehold in place.

The soldier never regained enough balance to even offer resistance before he lapsed into unconsciousness.

Pagonel gently and quietly brought him down to the stone, then took his weapon from its sheath and tossed it over the wall.

Then the mystic trotted off, with absolute silence, making his way toward the gatehouse that centered the city’s western wall.

He came upon a second soldier soon after, and a few quick moments later, tossed the unconscious man’s weapon over the wall.

On he went, with the dark silhouette of the gatehouse in sight. He knew that there would be much more resistance within, likely several soldiers, at least. But he knew, too, that the Behrenese warriors would have more than him on their minds by that time, for out in the darkness to the west, the mystic heard the beginning hoofbeats of Ashwarawu’s charge.

Ten horses, widely spaced, charged the Dharyan wall in a perfect line, each skilled rider holding the same posture, with legs alone guiding their trusted mounts, a pair of oiled torches across their laps, flint and steel ready to strike. They pulled up as one a short distance from the wall and, ignoring the cries of sentries just then realizing that an attack had come, they struck their torches and held them aloft and out to the side.

Now came the main charge, Ashwarawu’s warriors, Brynn among them, riding in hard in twenty orderly rows. All had bows, arrows set, and arrow tips treated to burst into flame as soon as they passed the lead riders and touched tip to burning torch.

The archers rode past and let fly their missiles, then turned tight and orderly turns, left and right, to circle for the next shot, setting another arrow as they went.

Brynn came past as the third in her line, and by the time she put her bow up, several fiery arrows had gone over the wall before her, illuminating the top enough for her to pick out the form of a scrambling soldier. With expert skill and a trusted mount, Brynn began her turn before she let fly.

She caught the soldier center mass, the flames catching almost immediately to his tunic. He waved his arms and ran about, frantically and futilely. By the time he fell off the wall, back into the city’s courtyard, Brynn was already coming around with her second arrow set.

Crouched on all fours, Pagonel scrambled along the wall. He saw one Behrenese man go up in flames, an arrow in his side, and heard the screams of others as arrows or flames bit at them. He saw a building within Dharyan begin to burn. The mystic didn’t enjoy any of it. The whole concept of warfare assaulted his sensibilities, for though the Jhesta Tu were superbly trained warriors, theirs was a pacific philosophy, one that touted battle as the last means of resort for self-defense.

What, then, was he doing there?

Pagonel couldn’t stop to ponder the question, obviously, for he was nearing the gatehouse. He winced as he heard the first To-gai-ru scream of pain; he recognized the voice of one of his sneaky companions, not so far away, accompanied by the swishing sound of a sword and the thud of the weapon’s impact.

With the small alcove holding the mechanisms to the gate in sight, Pagonel went up straighter and ran on.

He skidded to a stop, though, reversed his momentum, and leaped into a high backspin, as an imposing figure rushed out of that alcove at him, a shining curved sword slashing across at waist height.

Pagonel landed in a defensive stance, ready to advance or retreat as necessary, but his attacker had not come on, but stood there on the parapet, staring at him with obvious surprise. The mystic recognized the overlapping armor plates of the Chezhou-Lei warrior.

“Jhesta Tu?” Wan Atenn asked incredulously, his face a mask of outrage.

Pagonel narrowed his eyes and went lower in the crouch, ready to face the Chezhou-Lei, avowed enemies of his order.

With a roar, Wan Atenn came on hard, his curved sword slashing down, then across, then back across, then up and over to come down diagonally yet again, the Chezhou-Lei taking care to cut through every possible angle of attack.

With only his hands and feet for weapons, Pagonel was forced to back away in response.

Wan Atenn did not take that as any sign of advantage, though. He understood the Jhesta Tu well enough to let caution temper his strikes. He did come forward, stabbing once, twice, and nearly scoring a hit with each.

But like a mongoose dodging a striking snake, Pagonel stayed just ahead of his attacker. His dodges were subtle, a simple twist or bend, for the first Jhesta Tu rule of fighting an opponent of obvious skill was to conserve your energy. Without a staff or sword with which to parry and open an attack path, Pagonel had to count on this one tiring, on the Chezhou-Lei launching an attack slow enough for him to deflect and turn the blade far away, and rush in behind the strike.

The sword came out straight again, then went in, up and over in a flash as the warrior charged the mystic.

Pagonel skittered forward instead of back, diving into a roll past Wan Atenn on the narrow parapet, as that deadly sword began its downward slice.

Wan Atenn roared and spun about suddenly, recovering so quickly that Pagonel had barely begun his turn and charge before the blade was there, barring the way.

“Why are you here, Jhesta Tu?” the Chezhou-Lei demanded. “Is the fight of the To-gai-ru the fight of the Jhesta Tu?”

Pagonel didn’t answer, because Pagonel had no answer.

Fire erupted farther within the city—not the burning caused by the rain of To-gai-ru arrows, but a singular, planned blaze that soared high into the nighttime sky on the tip of a great ballista bolt.

It didn’t seem aimed at the opposing To-gai-ru forces, didn’t really seem aimed at anything. It just arced slowly, high above the city, rolling out on driving winds to the east.

Pagonel watched it with dismay, for he knew it for what it was, even before Wan Atenn grinned at him and said, “We are not surprised. If the Jhesta Tu have chosen to side with the To-gai-ru, then the Jhesta Tu have chosen wrongly. Watch, mystic, if you live long enough, as the jaws of doom close over Ashwarawu and his murderous companions.”

Pagonel didn’t understand the details of it all, but they hardly seemed important at that moment. He recognized the signal flare for what it was, and was not surprised when he heard the blast of teeyodel horns, both north and south.

Before he could begin to sort through it all, the fierce Chezhou-Lei came at him again, and the mystic was rolling and leaping, dodging and turning, and ultimately, backing.

He realized that he was running out of room when he heard the cries of a Behrenese soldier behind him, coming on fast.

Her shouts lost in the commotion about her, Brynn galloped Runtly all along Dharyan’s western wall, letting fly arrow after arrow, some aflame—on those occasions when she got near to a torchbearer—and others just taking scrambling sentries from the wall top. With each subsequent run, she held closer to the center of activity, the gatehouse, where the wooden doors were burning and Ashwarawu, on his strong black-and-white pony, had backed up close, urging his mount to kick at the weakening wood.

His soldiers about him fired their bows at any atop the wall who tried to draw a bead on their leader, while other To-gai-ru scrambled up the wall, throwing themselves over the top, into the midst of their enemies, with abandon.

The sheer fury of the attack, the sheer bravery and inspiration of Ashwarawu, seemed to Brynn as if it would win the day, as if they would score a huge victory here. While she didn’t entertain any illusions that so small a force as this could conquer a city as large as Dharyan, she felt certain that they would inflict a serious wound against Behren here, and return as heroes to the steppes.

Brynn gritted her teeth with determination as she watched a pair of her comrades run to the base of the wall, just to the side of the gatehouse, a huge skin of oil held between them. They rocked it and tossed it up over the wall, and an archer hit it squarely as it went over, the fiery arrow puncturing the skin, creating a huge fireball.

But then Brynn took note of a second flame, a fiery missile arcing over the dark Dharyan sky.

She tried to ignore it, focusing on her aim, and even took another Behrenese soldier from the wall.

She couldn’t ignore the continuing distant blare of horns, though, to the north and to the south, and sounding closer with every blast.

Dharyan’s gate seemed about to fall, but Brynn’s stomach tightened with trepidation.

Though he hated the thought of turning his back on a Chezhou-Lei warrior, Pagonel spun suddenly to slow the charge of two Behrenese warriors. He caught the movement out of the corner of his eye, of something coming over the wall.

Behind him, Wan Atenn charged. Before him, the Behrenese stopped to strike defensive postures, then turned suddenly, surprised, as a twisting form rolled over the wall. Pagonel threw himself backward, falling to his butt and rolling over.

The oilskin exploded, immolating the two Behrenese, startling and blinding Wan Atenn.

Pagonel came around and kicked upward, his feet catching the Chezhou-Lei—who still had his sword up over his head—in the gut, just under the rib cage. The mystic extended full out, double-kicking, but shortening the blow with his right leg, which was closer to the courtyard, and extending fully through with his left, diving the Chezhou-Lei backward and turning him with the kick.

Pagonel came back to his feet on the edge of the parapet, with Wan Atenn falling hard behind him, to the city courtyard. The mystic could have leaped at the Chezhou-Lei then, trying to finish him with a single, clean kick.

But he knew the truth, and he hadn’t the time.

He went to the wall then and looked to the south, and saw the torches of the approaching force—a force of hundreds, he realized.

“Fly away!” the mystic cried to the warriors outside the wall, and he climbed atop the crenelation, preparing to leap into the tumult below, waving his arms in an attempt to garner some attention. “A trap! Fly away!”

But his voice was a whisper amidst the thunder of battle.

Expecting his enemy to be leaping down at him, Wan Atenn braced himself and set his sword above him.

When nothing followed him down, and as his breath came back to him, the proud warrior pulled himself from the ground. He wanted nothing more than to scramble back up and pay back the wretched Jhesta Tu, but he could not, he realized—not then. Ignoring the two soldiers burning and thrashing on the ground near to him, the Chezhou-Lei stalked to the gate.

He looked back to see the rest of his command coming forth, as they had been ordered, moving out from the shadows of the nearest buildings toward the gatehouse. He pointed to the commander of the group, then to the burning and falling door, then leaped to a ladder beside the gatehouse and made his way back up.

Confusion had taken the field immediately outside the gate by that point, as the torches of the two twenty-squares drew nearer and nearer and the To-gai-ru came to understand the truth of the trap. Wan Atenn could not spot the hated Jhesta Tu in the scramble, but he did see another figure, one that he knew at once.

Ashwarawu remained at the base of the door, his horse bucking and kicking hard at the wood, the leader howling out for the continuing charge despite the obvious forthcoming turn in the battle.

Ashwarawu!

Suddenly, Wan Atenn forgot all about the Jhesta Tu mystic. He moved to the gatehouse directly above the door, shoving aside those few guards remaining inside the structure and ignoring the fight just to the side, where several To-gai-ru had managed to scale the wall.

His focus was below.

The doors went down and Wan Atenn’s main garrison charged out into the thrash of To-gai-ru, streaming past Ashwarawu, whose great sword cut down one man and then another.

Smiling widely, the Chezhou-Lei warrior leaped down from above.

Her bow back in place at the side of her saddle, sword in hand, Brynn brought Runtly in tight maneuvers, chopping away at one Behrenese defender after another. The door was down, the enemy flowing out to meet the attack right there in the bottleneck of the gate.

Not enough enemies to overwhelm the attackers, Brynn knew—not coming from inside the fortified city, at least.

The torches she glimpsed to the north and to the south, though, made it clear to her that the time had come for a full retreat.

Amidst it all, she saw Ashwarawu, slashing away, chopping down enemy after enemy and howling gleefully with each devastating strike. He seemed so much larger than those around him, so above the battlefield, a god among mortal men, that Brynn found herself second-guessing her instinct to retreat. Could the strength of Ashwarawu take them through the bloody night?

But then a form dropped beside the large warrior, expertly taking him down to the ground.

Brynn forged Runtly in her leader’s direction, but she got cut off by a pair of Behrenese entwined with a To-gai-ru rider, and she had to put her sword to fast work to save her compatriot from getting pulled down from his mount.

By the time she looked back toward the gate, Ashwarawu and the man who had dropped upon him were up and facing each other. The raider pulled a huge axe off his back and slashed out wildly.

But he was dazed, it seemed to Brynn, and his overaggressive attack got nowhere near to hitting, while it left him off-balance.

His opponent expertly backed to the side, then came in behind Ashwarawu’s strike, stepping forward with the horizontal slash, his fine sword cutting the raider leader’s belly. Ashwarawu leaped back and doubled over a bit, and the enemy came forward in a crouch, turning his sword, then straightened fast, lifting the blade and skinning Ashwarawu’s face from chin to forehead!

Brynn cringed at the explosion of crimson mist, at the pitiful sight of Ashwarawu, standing there, arms outstretched down and to the side, back bent slightly and his head thrown back from the sheer force of the devastating blow.

Brynn’s horror only increased, as well as her fear of this amazing enemy, as the Behrenese warrior spun a complete circle, gaining momentum for his flying blade, and brought it across perfectly to lop Ashwarawu’s head from his shoulders.

The woman exploded into motion again, forcing her horse about, screaming for a full retreat, even slapping the rumps of To-gai-ru ponies to spur them on their exit from the battlefield.

Many died right there, more Behrenese than To-gai-ru, but most of the raider band did turn and extract themselves from the mob, riding hard to the west, in a long and unorganized line.

Through it all, Brynn strained to find her one friend among the raiders, a mystic who had become much more to her than mere ally. But she couldn’t find him, not on the wall nor in the tumult.

He was likely dead or captured on the other side of the wall, she realized, and with that grim and unsettling thought in mind, and with nothing left for her here in the frenzy, the woman turned Runtly to the west and kicked him hard, sending him leaping away and trampling a pair of Behrenese soldiers in the process.

She went back to her bow almost immediately after she had broken free, lifting her leg over her saddle and turning in one stirrup so that she was facing backward. Arrow after arrow flew back into the Behrenese ranks. She got off nearly ten shots before she was out of practical range, and before she heard the sounds of battle yet again, being joined to the south of her. Thinking only to aid her countrymen, Brynn cut her horse to the south, and saw the truth of their doom.

Ranks of Behrenese, Jacintha soldiers, swarmed over the retreating To-gai-ru, both south and north, closing like the jaws of a killer wolf upon their prey. Tears in her eyes, thinking it all at an end, Brynn plunged right into the wild fight.

She dealt a few blows and took a few in return, and for a while, got the best of those around her—so much so that many started to flee from her rather than engage.

But she was growing weary, was bleeding from several wounds, and standing out so tall among the overwhelmed To-gai-ru certainly invited disaster.

An arrow drove hard into Brynn’s side, cracking through her ribs and piercing her lung. All the world swam in blurry grayness then, the woman’s orientation fading away.

She slumped forward over Runtly’s neck, lost in the swirl of pain—so lost that she did not see the imposing Behrenese rider come up right beside her, his curved sword poised to finish the task that the arrow had surely begun.

For Chezhou-Lei Dahmed Blie, this was a crowning moment of glory, one that would elevate him within the ranks of his mighty order. This To-gai-ru woman had fought valiantly in the brief exchange out here, as many of Dahmed Blie’s warriors had witnessed. So he had managed to separate her and have her shot down, and now many would look on as he killed her, claiming the prize as his own.

He lifted his sword above his head and brought his mount up beside the brown-and-white To-gai pinto.

A form, a man, came up over Runtly’s other side in a great leap.

Pagonel hooked his foot on the saddle and flank as he crested the pony’s back, right behind the slumping Brynn, his shin going down atop the pony’s broad back, affording him balance. His lead foot went out ahead, planting against the side of the stunned Chezhou-Lei’s mount, but that foot did not break the Jhesta Tu mystic’s momentum, for it was not the first contact. That came in the form of Pagonel’s thrusting hand, his stiffened fingers perfectly aimed to jab into the surprised Chezhou-Lei’s throat, driving through the man’s skin and shattering his windpipe.

They held the pose for a long moment, the Chezhou-Lei’s sword slipping from his grasp to fall harmlessly into the dirt on the other side of his horse. Slowly, Dahmed Blie’s trembling hands reached for Pagonel’s extended arm.

The Jhesta Tu mystic snapped free his bloody hand, then pulled back with his hooked foot, bringing him back fully to Brynn’s pony. He gathered up the woman in his arms and urged the pony to leap away.

Behind him, Dahmed Blie fell over forward, but was well-secured in his saddle, which turned over with him, leaving the dead warrior dangling in the bloody dirt below his horse.

Away from the battlefield to the south, Pagonel gently lowered the grievously wounded woman to the sand.

He reached inside himself, to the source of his life and his power, and brought forth warmth to his hands, gently massaging the wound, where the arrow still protruded from the side of Brynn’s chest. He knew that he had to pull the arrow forth, but first he needed to lend her strength, to channel it from his own body and into hers.

Pagonel heard the vultures overhead, heard the cries on the distant bloody field, of men dying in the dirt, helplessly.

He blocked them out. He focused on Brynn, sent his energy into her.

And then he stopped, his eyes going wide, as he came to know that he was not alone here, or at least, that his energy was not the only healing magic flowing into Brynn’s frail body.

Her beret! Pagonel knew then that there was an enchantment upon it.

The mystic nearly chuckled aloud, musing that he had just discovered the truth of why powries were so tough. But even with the aid of the beret, Pagonel could not find any mirth, for he wasn’t sure that it would be enough.

He worked with her for nearly an hour. Then, exhausted, and with the bloody arrow lying on the ground, the mystic hoisted Brynn back up, laying her across Runtly’s back. He took up the pony’s reins and started off again to the south.

Spring slipped into summer before Pagonel and Brynn, who was still comatose from her only slightly improved wounds, entered the region known as the Mountains of Fire. At the base of the five-thousand-step climb to the Walk of Clouds, the mystic stripped the gear from Runtly and gave him a slap, sending him running off in the direction of the low fields, where other horses ran wild.

Then the mystic put the weak Brynn across his shoulders and started his climb, not stopping until he had reached the secluded monastery.

The stares of disbelief that greeted his arrival were not unexpected, for the mystic had surely broken nearly every covenant concerning bringing visitors unannounced to the Walk of Clouds.

Not the least of those surprised looks came to him from Master Cheyes, his mentor.
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And so it ended, so quickly, so brutally. When I reflect on how little I knew of this leader, Ashwarawu, I am amazed at the spell he held over me, over so many of us. Where was he born? Among what tribe? Did he witness the death of his parents, as did I? Are his parents even dead?

So many questions now occur to me about who this man was and where he came from, about the history that would produce a leader so brave. The strange thing is, when I was with him, when I might have gotten answers to those questions, I never thought to ask them. Like all of the others, I was swept up in the moment, in the hope of freedom, in the glory of our cause.

In light of that realization, was it Ashwarawu’s greatness that moved us all behind him, I wonder, or our own desperation to believe that we could win back our freedom? Was Ashwarawu a great leader, or simply a strong man thrust into the forefront by a desperate people?

Now, these months later, I must consider those questions honestly. For my own heart, at least, I must come to understand and accept the defeat.

I was thrilled when I learned that many of my people had not broken to the ways of the Yatols. Not just the old, wishing for times long past, but the young and strong, as well. Most of Ashwarawu’s raiders were around my age, and many were significantly younger. We rode with passion and justice behind us.

But we lost.

When first I arrived at the Walk of Clouds, that seemed impossible to me, a nightmare that could not be. Is there not a god above, a god of justice and honor? If there is, then how could he side with the Yatols against us? Is there justice in their conquest? In their torture? In their reduction of an entire race of people to the class of slave? No god of justice could side with them!

But we lost.

And we did not lose because of any godly intervention, or because of any lack of godly intervention, I have come to understand through my meditations here. We lost because of human fault, because of pride, above all. We seemed so unbeatable out on the steppes, against the caravans, against the settlements. Even against an army nearing our size, such as the garrison that moved into the settlement of Dancala Grysh, I had no doubt that we would win, and decisively. In a battlefield of our choosing, where we can use our strengths and exploit the Behrenese weaknesses, the To-gai-ru will cut the Behrenese down. I have no doubt of this, but in that string of victories, we forgot the key to those victories: the battlefield of our choosing.

The army that came to Dancala Grysh was not there to do battle against us, but to entice us to turn to the east. When I look back upon that terrible day with that in mind, how foolish I feel! How easily did Dharyan play upon the pride of Ashwarawu and upon us all! We were goaded and baited. We were allowed to believe in our invincibility. And how ridiculous those illusions seemed when the jaws of the Jacintha army closed upon us!

The agonized cries of that defeat reverberate across the steppes of To-gai now, I fear. Given the absolute failure of Ashwarawu, a second insurgence will be much more difficult to organize than was the first.

What now, then? Is the dream of a free To-gai lying dead on the field outside of Dharyan? Were my plans to battle the Behrenese and the plans of Lady Dasslerond that I would lead my people to freedom no more than the folly of impossible hopes?

I do not know.

That admission pains me. It brings that haunting moment of the death of my parents crashing around me like the dark wings of despair. And yet I know that I must honestly answer the question. I must honestly assess the chances of any uprising, the odds of every potential battle. If I am to lead To-gai against the Yatols, I must do so honestly, devoid of the encouragement of hubris. In my heart I knew, before the battle of Dharyan ever began, that something was not quite right, that it was too easy and too convenient and too grievous an error by the Yatol of Dharyan, who had proven again and again that he was no fool. I sensed the danger there, and so did Ashwarawu, I suspect. But he—we—were too caught up in the possibility of the decisive win to pay attention to such feelings.

Ashwarawu believed in the opportunity that loomed before us because he wanted to believe in it. So desperately!

In this most critical test, Ashwarawu failed.

I have to carefully examine all that I know of the man now.

The first lesson that Pagonel gave to me once I had recovered from my wounds was to force me to admit, to myself, that I was angry at the opportunity lost and angry at the man who had squandered that opportunity. Ashwarawu had beaten me to the war trail and was building that which I most desire, and he failed, and set back my cause—our cause—perhaps irreparably.

My first task, then, is to release myself from the bitterness I feel toward Ashwarawu. I have to examine carefully all that I know of the man now. Without blame, I must examine his failures and his triumphs. It is my task to study what he did right and what he did wrong, to learn from it, to better prepare myself.

Does this mean that I will take up the reins of battle again, that I still hope to lead To-gai in an uprising against the cursed Yatols?

That is my hope, yes, but I cannot know now if ever again I will see the opportunity before me.

And while the hope remains, it remains pushed far from the realities of the present. That is not the purpose of my path anymore.

—BRYNN DHARIELLE


Chapter 19
 [image: ]

The Play’s the Thing

HE LOOKED UP THE SHEER, FIFTY-FOOT WALL, THEN GLANCED OVER HIS SHOULDERS at his tiny wings, lamenting that they were nowhere near strong enough to get him out of the hole.

Belli’mar Juraviel could only sigh, reminding himself that even if he could somehow get out of the hole, he would still be a long way from free. He’d have to cross through the lair of Agradeleous, the dragon, and into the adjoining tunnels, and then somehow navigate his way out of the Path of Starless Night. Which way would he go, north or south? With the discovery of the Doc’alfar, and now finding the location of one of the great dragons, it seemed obvious to Juraviel that his road should be to the north, back to Andur’Blough Inninness to speak with Lady Dasslerond.

But now, from Agradeleous’ own tales, it seemed as if Brynn had escaped the terrors of the dragon, and in the direction of the To-gai steppes. It was possible that she was already chasing her destiny—one that Belli’mar Juraviel had been charged with overseeing.

And, of course, there remained his promise to King Eltiraaz that he would not return home with news of the Doc’alfar.

And, of course, it was all moot anyway, because Agradeleous was as mighty a jailor as could be found in all the world, and the dread dragon wasn’t about to let his prisoners get away.

A noise at the back of the small pit brought Juraviel from his contemplations and turned him toward the one tunnel exit out of the main prison, a long and low corridor leading to a steamy ledge, a waterfall pouring over it and dropping down to sizzle in a wide pit of molten lava. Cazzira, her black hair wet from washing, her creamy skin all red from the steam, entered the chamber, wearing nothing more than her short shirt.

“Has he returned yet?” she asked casually, tossing her wet hair back from her face.

Belli’mar Juraviel just stood and watched her for a moment, letting her question drift away.

Cazzira froze, noting the stare. “What is it?” she asked, smiling, even giggling a bit.

“I was only thinking how much longer this imprisonment would seem if you were not here beside me,” Juraviel admitted.

Cazzira’s smile only widened and she moved right next to the golden-haired, golden-eyed Touel’alfar, placing her hand gently upon his slender and strong shoulder. Juraviel closed his eyes and inhaled deeply, filling himself with Cazzira’s sweet scent. For a moment, he thought of stepping forward and wrapping her in his arms, and kissing her, but that fleeting moment washed away as Cazzira asked him, “Why must you think of it as imprisonment?”

Juraviel stepped back, blinking his eyes open. “Because that is what it is.”

Cazzira shrugged. “And your time with my people was imprisonment, as well.” The Doc’alfar spun away as she made the remark, moving for her drying clothes spread on a rock at the far end of the wide pit.

“It was,” Juraviel called after her. “And less pleasant than this time! Your people kept Brynn and me in a room of mud!”

“Peat,” Cazzira corrected. “Where else were we to put you? We chose not to give you to the bog—for that you should be grateful.”

A burst of helpless laughter escaped Juraviel. He shook his head and looked back up at the pit’s rim.

“And Agradeleous chose not to eat us, or burn the flesh from our bones,” Cazzira went on.

“Which I still do not understand.”

“He recognized us for who we are.”

“And why might that spare us?” Juraviel asked. “When have either the Touel’alfar or the Doc’alfar been allied with the great dragons? I would have thought that any recognition of our heritage by Agradeleous would have prompted the flames all the more quickly.”

Cazzira sighed and slumped to the side, tilting her head, her body language reminding Juraviel that they had discussed this issue many times before. “Four races,” she said. “Only four. Doc’alfar and Touel’alfar, the children of life, the dactyls and the dragons, the beasts of death.”

“That is how it was, not how it is.”

“But that is how Agradeleous still views the world,” Cazzira explained. “To him, the other races—human, powrie, goblin, giant—are no more than animals, vermin to be exterminated. But we, you and I, represent two of the true races, and to the dragon, we are a novelty, and a chance for companionship.”

“Even if our races are avowed enemies?”

“That means little if the races have been reduced to a few creatures. If the Tylwyn Doc and the Tylwyn Tou were at war, and all that remained were the two of us, would we continue the battle?”

A wisp of a smile curled Juraviel’s lips. He could not imagine warring with Cazzira under any circumstances, not after spending these weeks beside her, learning so much of her dreams and hopes and philosophy. Not after realizing that he and she were so much alike in so many ways, both enigmas to their respective peoples.

“But the dragons and the dactyl are creatures of darkness,” he argued. “When Bestesbulzibar, curse his name, walked Corona a decade ago, there was no parley. There was only war.”

“The dragons are not so akin to the demon dactyls, then,” said Cazzira.

Juraviel let his line of reasoning end with that, for indeed, there were profound differences between the two dark races. The dragons, always rare, were mortal creatures and were of Corona, while the demon dactyls were creatures of another plane of existence, creatures that found an inviting rift to come and terrorize the world. Elven legend said that this rift was caused by the evil in the hearts of men, and thus, the elves often considered the humans as children of the demon dactyls.

“Will he tire of us?” Juraviel asked. “Will we become vermin in Agradeleous’ snake eyes?”

Cazzira held her pose for a long moment, then shook her head. “I think that the dragon has grown fond of us, or fond of companionship, at least.”

“Then Agradeleous will never let us go.”

Cazzira only shrugged.

Juraviel went back to studying the high walls of his prison, searching for minute ledges, for cracks, for anything that would allow him a handhold, landing and liftoff places where his diminutive wings might propel him out. This prison had been well prepared, however, with the walls fire-blasted to slag that ran down in smooth sheets.

Juraviel walked over to one of the boulders lying about the floor and sat down, dropping his head to his palm.

Cazzira walked up behind him and draped her arms over his shoulders, moving in very close and kissing him gently on the back of the head. “Your friend escaped,” she said. “Agradeleous admitted as much.”

“Escaped this area,” Juraviel replied.

“And likely escaped the mountains altogether, if she is as well-trained as you claim. You must have faith in her, my friend. Perhaps Brynn Dharielle is already leading the To-gai-ru against their hated enemies.”

Juraviel reached up and grasped Cazzira’s elbow, squeezing gently. He tilted his head back so that it rested side by side with Cazzira’s, so that he could better smell the freshness of her washed hair.

And then the ground thumped beneath them, a sudden jolt, the footfall of an approaching dragon.

Cazzira backed away and hugged herself tightly, but still, she seemed more at ease than did Juraviel, who just sat there, staring up at the rim.

The reptilian head peered over a moment later, not huge, as it had been when the elves had first encountered the mighty Agradeleous, but about the size of a horse’s head. Agradeleous’ head, though, even in this diminutive form, was intimidating, covered with rows of reddish gold scales, with pointed, gleaming teeth too long to be contained within his closed maw, and horns jutting out above his eyes—horns as long as great lances when the dragon was in its natural form. Most intimidating of all, though, were Agradeleous’ eyes, shining greenish yellow and with black lines running their center, eyes seeming somewhere between those of a reptile and those of a cat. Wisps of smoke wafted out of the dragon’s nostrils with each exhalation, framing his face as he moved forward. He came to the lip of the pit, glanced about to locate the elves, then leaped down, his wings, tiny now, almost in the same proportion as Juraviel’s, beating the air with little effect.

He landed hard right beside the two elves, who were bounced into the air from the impact.

Juraviel and Cazzira, despite their understanding that Agradeleous would not harm them, could not help but instinctively shrink away, for even in this bipedal form, almost like a large, red-scaled man with a short and thick tail, small wings, and that horse-sized head, he was an intimidating beast, projecting an aura of power that mocked anything that Cazzira had ever seen—and second only to Bestesbulzibar himself in the memory of Belli’mar Juraviel. And while Bestesbulzibar’s might was more insidious, was the power to dominate others and use them as pawns, Agradeleous’ strength was sheer, brute force, the power of a volcano and an earthquake, of a terrible storm with focused wrath.

His movements were not fluid, but were darting, like the forked tongue that continually flicked out between his long canines. He reached forward, holding a pack, which Juraviel took, knowing it to be more of the nutritious mushrooms that had been sustaining the elves through the months.

“More tales this day,” the dragon demanded. Where Agradeleous’ voice had been deafening before, in the dragon’s true, gigantic form, now it was rasping, but hardly diminished. Each syllable sent a shiver up from the stone of the floor, coursing Juraviel’s small frame. “Tell me of this … ranger? This man I killed, that you name Emhem Dal.”

“I know little of Emhem Dal,” the elf replied, and the dragon frowned. “But there is another tale I might tell, one greater still, of a ranger named Nightbird who did battle with Bestesbulzibar, the demon dactyl.”

Agradeleous’ reptile-and-cat eyes narrowed suddenly, and the dragon exhaled, seething smoke flowing from his nostrils. Though the dragons and the demon dactyls were paired in legend as the races of darkness, though the legends named the dragons as the creations of the demon dactyls, the two races were hardly allied, and it seemed to Juraviel as if Agradeleous would truly enjoy hearing about the defeat of Bestesbulzibar.

The dragon gave a low and long growl, which Juraviel interpreted as Agradeleous’ way of saying, “Hmm.”

“It is a good tale?” came the rasping question.

“The greatest of our age,” Juraviel replied. “And one that, perhaps, is not completely written.”

“Then tell it, Belli’mar Juraviel, and let me be the judge of its worthiness,” the great wurm decided, and then Agradeleous’ voice rose suddenly to stone-shaking volume. “Fear my wrath if I judge that it is not so!”

Juraviel noted Cazzira’s look of concern, but he dismissed it with a wry grin. There was no tale that he knew of to exceed the story of Nightbird and his heroic companions. And even if Agradeleous somehow found a way to judge the tale as unworthy, Juraviel understood the dragon’s roar to be greater than his bite. Agradeleous would not kill them over a story, not when he craved so many, many more.

And Juraviel began the tale of Elbryan, starting with the sacking of Dundalis those years before, and the rescue of the young man, really just a boy. It occurred to him as he spoke that another survivor of that fateful day, one who would be mentioned often in his recounting, had a story not yet completed, though of course, Juraviel had no idea that the same little girl who had crawled, soot-covered and battered, out of Dundalis was soon to become the queen of Honce-the-Bear!

With great detail, Juraviel spoke of the years Elbryan spent with the Touel’alfar, of his training and of his strength of body and of mind.

“All this from a human?” Agradeleous asked incredulously, more than once, and each time Juraviel nodded, the dragon gave another growling, “hmm,” as if the tale was making him reconsider, a bit at least, his previous views of the lesser human race.

Cazzira listened, too, sitting on the very edge of a rocky seat, leaning forward, devouring every word. That pleased Juraviel greatly, more so than he would have expected. He didn’t fear that the Doc’alfar was gathering information here—none to use against him and his people, at least—but rather, that she was just enjoying the story. And even more than that, she was enjoying the storyteller.

Juraviel went on for a long, long time, and was still not even close to telling of the final ceremony, when Elbryan became Nightbird, when he sat back and took a deep breath, then sat silent for a long while.

“Go on!” Agradeleous and Cazzira said together, and they looked at each other in surprise, then laughed at the shared emotion.

“I am tired, and wish to eat and to rest,” Juraviel said.

“But I wish to hear more! I wish to hear it all!” the dragon growled.

“And I fear to tell it all, for what tale shall I tell next that would not pale beside the story of Nightbird?”

“Tell it!” Agradeleous demanded, and stomped his clawed foot, shaking the pit. “And if it is as worthy as you say, then tell it again and again and again, through the years and the ages!”

Juraviel nodded, taking it all in, trying to draw some better measure of the dragon’s perceptions and intentions toward him and Cazzira. He wished that he could view this situation as Cazzira obviously saw it, with the contentment that it was a worthy experience, an enriching conversation and meeting, expanding her understanding of this, the rarest of Corona’s races—and in many ways the most magnificent. And truly, if Juraviel had not had pressing business at that time, he might have viewed his long time with Agradeleous quite differently. But though months had passed, the elf could not forget the possibility that his charge, his friend, was out there, facing trials that he was supposed to help her overcome, trials that might have a profound and direct impact upon the survival of his own people, should the scar from the demon dactyl continue to grow.

Juraviel needed closure with Brynn, needed to know if she had indeed escaped the tunnels and found her way into To-gai, and if she had, how she was faring, before he could begin to accept this chapter of his life beside Agradeleous openly.

So Juraviel went on again, telling of the naming of Elbryan as Nightbird and the passage of the ranger back into the lands of his own people.

“And you did not accompany him?” Cazzira asked. “None of the Tylwyn Tou went with him? I thought that was your way.”

“Only with Brynn,” Juraviel explained. “Because her journey would take her to lands where we could not readily gather any information.”

“And because that information is important to your people?” Agradeleous asked slyly. “Why is that, Belli’mar Juraviel? What are your people planning if not a journey to the south, through the mountains, through my home? And perhaps your army means to take my treasure with it, yes?”

“No! No, no, no, no!” Juraviel shouted, waving his arms, trying hard to slow down the dragon’s mounting anger. “How could we have planned such a thing if we did not even know of your existence, great Agradeleous? The only dragons that we know of, if they are even still alive, dwell in the ice pack of the northland of Alpinador, a place where no Touel’alfar goes.”

“But if Belli’mar Juraviel could tell his people …” the dragon hinted.

“They would stay as far from the Path of Starless Night as possible,” the elf countered without the slightest hesitation. “Why would the Touel’alfar wish conflict with Agradeleous? For Agradeleous’ treasure? But that treasure is not what we treasure, if you understand. We have the silverel of the darkfern and a valley of magic and enchantment. Gold holds no great sway over us, as it does with the humans.”

The dragon considered the reasoning for a few moments, then nodded and gave what Juraviel took to be a sincere and accepting growl. Juraviel went on, then, in a very animated manner, playing out the many battles he described, even making up a few that fit in with the few props—a single branch and a relatively flat stone that he could hold as a shield—which were available to him in the pit.

He finished, exhausted, at the point where he was accompanying Elbryan, Pony, and Avelyn to the distant Barbacan, before he turned back to the south with the refugees, before his encounter with the demon dactyl. He finished with, “Little did we know that the beast was watching our every move, ready to spring upon us,” which he doubted was exactly true, but which he knew would keep the dragon’s interest piqued for his continuation the next day.

“You cannot stop there!” Agradeleous roared in complaint, stamping his foot, its report lifting Juraviel right from the ground.

“But I must,” the elf replied. “I cannot recount the most exciting of battles when I am too weary to play the role. Allow me my sleep, good Agradeleous.”

“Sleep?” the dragon echoed skeptically. “Why, sleep for the centuries and play when you are awake, little one!” And then he laughed, spouting fire that had Juraviel and Cazzira ducking and dodging wildly.

“Very well, then,” Agradeleous offered when his mirth had played out. “But I will not let you sleep for more than a year! It is a story I wish to hear!”

Juraviel shook his head emphatically, trying hard to suppress a grin. A year? He had been thinking of only a few hours!

“Not a year,” he tried to explain, reminded again of the profound difference between dragons and all the other races. These were the creatures from the dawn of time, who witnessed the early sunrise of Corona. They lived forever, unless they were killed, and saw the passage of time from an entirely different perspective than even the long-living elves. “I need but a few hours to rest and to eat, and then I will call to you, mighty Agradeleous.” As he finished, an idea came to Juraviel. He started looking around the floor of the pit, scratching his head.

“What is it?”

“I am trying to discover how I might better embellish the story,” Juraviel explained. “No matter—I will think of something.”

Agradeleous stared at him, yellow-green eyes blinking, and then the beast shrugged, fell into a crouch and leaped away, easily clearing the fifty feet to the ledge.

“That is power beyond measure,” Cazzira remarked, coming over to stand beside Juraviel, who was also looking up to where the dragon had disappeared. She draped her arm comfortably over Juraviel’s shoulder, moving her head very close to his.

Juraviel let his still-formulating plans slip away for a few moments then, basking in the sweet scent of this beautiful creature. He turned and considered her porcelain skin and those striking blue eyes.

If it wasn’t for the missing Brynn, Belli’mar Juraviel would not have minded the captivity at all.

“You keep stopping!” Agradeleous protested when Juraviel again halted his story and began stalking about the pit.

With a growl, the elf grabbed up one stone and inspected it, then tossed it aside. “What?” the dragon demanded.

“How can I properly perform with a stage so bland?” Juraviel angrily replied.

“Perform? I asked you to tell a story!”

“But it is a story of battle and courage, of heroes, living and dead!” the elf shot right back. “I would do the memory of Nightbird justice, or I will tell his tale no more!”

“You will tell …” the dragon started to argue, and forcefully, but Agradeleous stopped suddenly and glanced all about, at Juraviel, at Cazzira, and at the nearly empty pit. The dragon looked back to Juraviel and nodded. “Come along,” he instructed, and he stepped toward Cazzira and grabbed her up tightly with one mighty arm, then similarly scooped Juraviel when he neared.

With a single mighty leap, the dragon exited the pit and set both the elves down on the stone floor of a huge treasure chamber, full of armor and weapons, and mounds of silver and gold coins, sparkling with glittering gems and jewels.

“A grander stage,” the dragon explained.

Juraviel nodded and moved about the area, studying the hoard. Were there items here that he might put to better use than as props in a play? he wondered. A mighty sword or gemstone that would bring him freedom?

He dismissed that almost immediately, remembering the foe he would have to defeat, a creature beyond his power even if he held the finest sword in all the world, if he was clad in the finest armor in all the world, and if he possessed the greatest gemstone in all the world.

Besides, Juraviel knew, he really didn’t want to do battle with Agradeleous, even if he thought he could win.

That notion stopped him momentarily, struck him with a surprising realization. Had he come to like Agradeleous the dragon?

Juraviel shook the notions away and cleared his throat, then took up his tale, running about the mounds and the various ledges of the room to accentuate the action scenes, taking up a sword at one point to replay the battles that had faced Nightbird and Pony around and within the Barbacan. Again he embellished, adding great detail—and often taking artistic license—because he did not wish to finish quickly.

At one point, telling of the run from the giants at the Barbacan ring, Juraviel ran up the side of a mound of coins and dove over, sliding down the back slope, out of sight of his audience of two. He waited a long while out of their sight.

“Where are you, little one?” Agradeleous boomed, the tone showing suspicion and growing anger.

Belli’mar Juraviel burst out of the coin pile, sword flashing in the air. “So yelled the giants!” he cried dramatically, leaping forward, sword slashing the air about him. “Where are you? And out leaped Nightbird, Tempest’s storm flashing about him, driving back the mighty beasts, cutting them and felling them.”

The elf danced a ferocious and wild routine as he embellished the story, to the delight of both Cazzira and Agradeleous.

He finished and turned to face the pair, then planted the sword, tip-down to the floor, and leaned on it heavily. “And so ends my tale for this day,” he announced.

To Juraviel’s surprise, Cazzira voiced her outrage before Agradeleous had the chance. But Juraviel remained adamant. “In bits and pieces,” he explained, tossing the sword to the nearest pile of treasure. “Let your minds linger on that which I have told you this day, that tomorrow’s tale might be stronger still.”

Agradeleous roared with laughter and jumped up and down, shaking the whole of the chamber and rattling coins.

“Go to your sleep,” the dragon bade, and he gathered up Cazzira, and then Juraviel, and carried them back to the pit.

The next day was much the same, as was the next, and in both plays, Juraviel found at least one moment where he could slip away from the others for an extended period of time.

After the third such ploy, Cazzira caught on.

“You are leaving,” she said to him much later on, when they heard Agradeleous snoring in the room above them. “That is why you keep running out of sight.”

Juraviel put his finger over her lips to silence her. “I am bound by my word and by my duty,” he explained.

“And bound not at all by your time with me?”

“More than you can understand,” Belli’mar Juraviel replied, and he moved near to her suddenly and unexpectedly, kissing her gently on the lips. Cazzira started to talk again, but Juraviel cut her short with another kiss, and then another, pressing her closer each time, and finding, to his delight, that she was not pushing him back.

They made love that night, in a barren pit in the lair of a dragon, and to Belli’mar Juraviel, it was more beautiful a place than under the stars of the night sky in Andur’Blough Inninness.

Much later on, when Cazzira awoke, she found Juraviel lying beside her, propped on one elbow so that he was looking down at her.

“I am bound to you more than you can know,” he said softly, running his hand from her chin, up the side of her face, and along her silken hair. “I am bound by love to exclude you from my desperate plan. I will not lead you to death, Cazzira, though I fear that death will catch up to me in the halls outside of Agradeleous’ lair.”

“She is only human,” Cazzira reminded.

“She is a ranger, and I am bound to aid her, and so I must try.”

“And when you are done?”

Juraviel looked away, considering the question honestly, then looked back to her, staring her in the eye, showing her his sincerity. “When I am done, I will return to finish my tale to Agradeleous. If Cazzira is here, then I will remain. If you are not, if you have found your escape, then I will return to Tymwyvenne to be beside you again.”

The Doc’alfar smiled and reached up to stroke Juraviel’s face. “If you do not, I will lead my people to war against Caer’alfar,” she promised. “Battle has been joined for less a reason than this!”

Juraviel bent low and kissed her again, gently, but Cazzira grabbed him tightly and pulled him right over, coming to rest atop him and kissing him with urgency.

A long while later, Belli’mar Juraviel called to Agradeleous to begin what he considered his final performance.

Cazzira watched the dragon leaning forward, every inch of Agradeleous’ sinewy, muscular, scaled frame tensed as the dragon awaited Belli’mar Juraviel’s reappearance from behind the mound of coins at the back of the large mound. The elf had been reenacting Nightbird and Pony’s escape from Mount Aida atop the mighty stallion Symphony. He had buried himself in the coins, thrusting his arm, holding a sword, skyward to represent the mummified arm of Brother Avelyn.

And then he had rushed off to the back of the huge chamber, scrambling over the furthest mound of coins.

The moments continued to slip away.

Cazzira sat back and relaxed, reflecting on the loss. She was surprised at the size of the hole in her heart, the sense of profound loneliness. She knew that Juraviel had acted in what he believed to be her best interest; they didn’t expect that Agradeleous would hurt her, after all, though Juraviel had just certainly placed himself in dire jeopardy.

Still, had she realized how painful this separation would be, Cazzira would have found a way to get out with him, to make that desperate run to the south.

She watched as Agradeleous’ expression went from intense eagerness to confusion to suspicion, to the mounting anger that only a dragon could exhibit. “Where are you, little one?” the dragon growled.

Agradeleous looked to Cazzira, who shrugged and tried to look as surprised as he. “Soon,” she assured the beast.

Agradeleous stood up and narrowed his eyes, peering all about the chamber, issuing a low growl all the while. He took a step forward, turning slowly, and began to sniff loudly. “Little one?” he asked again, the volume of his growl rising.

Cazzira started toward him, but backed away, noted that his iron-corded, scaly arms were trembling with explosive power.

“Little one?”

Several more moments slipped past.

Agradeleous spun suddenly on Cazzira, and with a quickness and power that mocked the Doc’alfar’s catlike reflexes, he scooped her up under one arm, took a couple of running steps, and leaped long and far, sailing into the pit. He dropped her unceremoniously to the floor and sprang away, his growl becoming a rock-shaking roar.

“Little one!” the dragon bellowed, plowing through the mounds of coins, sending treasure flying wildly about the chamber. Under one mound, he hit a rock, larger than his present bipedal form, and still his kick sent it skidding away. Not satisfied with that, Agradeleous reached down and lifted the boulder over his head, then hurled it the length of the room, where it smashed in half against the wall.

Behind the farthest mound, where Juraviel had disappeared, there loomed a small tunnel. Agradeleous started down, but stopped and sniffed the air.

The dragon backed away and looked up, to a second hole in the wall, a dozen feet off the floor, a hole that Juraviel, with his wings, could have reached.

Eyes narrowing again, Agradeleous sprang up into the hole, running along on all fours, his small wings curled up on his back, his short and thick tail straight out behind him.

Juraviel ran flat out, but the tunnels outside the chamber were not nearly as well lit from the orange-glowing lava, and despite his keen eyesight, the elf stumbled many times. Even if he had not lost his footing, he realized that he could not simply outdistance Agradeleous. He had to hope that the tunnel forked and branched off, many times.

He heard the rumbling footfalls coming in fast pursuit soon after, and stumbled along in the low light, knowing that he would be caught quickly, unless …

The elf breathed a bit easier when he came to the first fork in the trail, one branch winding down and to the right, while the main tunnel continued on straight ahead. Juraviel instinctively went for the branch, but stopped and changed his mind, guessing that Agradeleous would expect him to head down the narrower branch.

He ran on, as fast as he could, hoping that the fork had bought him some time. But then the rumbling behind him stopped, and a moment later, Juraviel heard snuffling sounds. He cringed and ran on—what else could he do?

And then came the dragon’s thunderous pursuit.

Several intersections gave the elf a bit of a lead, for at each one, Agradeleous had to stop and locate Juraviel’s scent. At one such three-way break, Juraviel ran for many feet down one steeply sloping path, coming to a ledge that dropped off into the darkness. Then he backtracked, and when he turned the corner to enter another of the tunnels, he used his wings to get him up to the top of the large corridor and scrambled along, high up on the wall for a long way.

Again he heard Agradeleous stop and sniff, then nodded with some hope as the dragon’s footsteps receded, then ended altogether.

Still, less than an hour later, moving in complete darkness, Juraviel heard the wurm’s pursuit again, closing fast.

Those lamplight eyes, he thought, and he knew that it wouldn’t take Agradeleous long to catch him, and likely devour him.

Around a bend, the corridor brightened again, and a short while later, Juraviel came to a wide chamber with an arching stone bridge, high above a river of flowing lava. Across the way, the tunnel continued out of the wide chamber. Quickly, he inspected the bridge, hoping that it was weak at some points and would not support the beast, but he understood soon enough that the powries had likely constructed this nonnatural bridge, and that it was quite secure.

Juraviel squinted in the orange glow, looking for some other choice. The air was thick with a sulphurous smell, so much so that he knew Agradeleous could not track him anywhere near here.

The elf had an idea. He looked to the side, to the distant wall, then looked down, gauging the distance against the height of the bridge.

Dragon thunder shook the ground, not so far away.

Juraviel sprinted sidelong across the bridge and leaped high and far, his diminutive wings beating furiously, catching the hot updrafts of the lava across the wide expanse. He hit the sidewall hard, but held on, crawling to an area shadowed by a jag in the warm stone. Then he ducked his head and tried to ball up as tightly as possible.

He heard Agradeleous enter the chamber, and then, hardly hesitating, rush across the bridge. He waited a bit longer, until the dragon’s heavy footsteps receded, then gradually came out of his curl, craning his neck to look back at the now-empty stone bridge. If he could only get to it and double back along the corridor …

That bridge was a long way from him, though, and above him, and he knew that if he tried to leap from the wall and fly back, he would surely plummet into the lava.

So he crawled along the wall, using his wings to lighten his body and make the climbing easier. Inch by inch, Juraviel worked around toward the wall with the tunnel through which he had entered the large chamber, closer and closer to the arcing bridge. If he could get right beside and beneath the span, he believed that he could leap up and fly enough to scramble atop it.

Inch by inch.

He came to one particularly smooth and difficult expanse of wall and paused, gathering his strength. Then, ready to half fly and half scramble across, the elf set himself and took a deep breath.

“There you are!” came Agradeleous’ roar, from not so far away. The dragon’s voice seemed enhanced now, even more powerful than Juraviel had heard it a short while before. And the elf saw his own shadow on the wall before his face, as those terrible lamplight eyes cast their glowing beams over him.

He turned his head slowly, but stopped and just closed his eyes, noting the edge of one huge leathery wing, for the dragon was back in its true, monstrous form.

“Treachery!” Agradeleous roared, and the sheer volume shook Juraviel free of his tentative grasp. He scrambled and beat his wings furiously, but he could not find any solid holds. His fingers bloodied as he raked at the stone, and he kicked hard, trying to set his feet.

But he was falling, without the strength to stop or even slow his descent.

He thought of Tuntun, then, an elf maiden who had been his dearest friend of old, and he marveled at the savage irony that his ending would be so eerily similar to hers.


Chapter 20
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Parallel Journeys

“YOU MUST LET GO OF YOUR ANGER,” PAGONEL SAID TO BRYNN.

The dark-haired woman looked at the mystic hard. “I saw Ashwarawu die.”

“I saw many die,” Pagonel replied. “I saw you almost die.”

“I saw my parents die,” Brynn countered, her lip curling in this dark game of one-upsmanship.

“You must let go of your anger.”

“How can I forget …”

“I did not ask you to forget,” the mystic clarified. “Never that. We each are a composite of our experiences, good and bad, and to release any experience from our thoughts diminishes who we are. Do not forget. Do not dull the images. But do not let those images inspire self-destruction.”

Brynn looked at him as if she did not understand.

“Anger dulls the consciousness,” Pagonel explained. “Anger sets you on a path that you cannot easily break free of, even if common sense dictates that you take another course. You watched Ashwarawu die, but he died, in part, because he was blinded to the reality of the Behrenese trap, partly because of pride and partly because of anger.”

Brynn considered the words for a few moments, and did not disagree. “It will be difficult to raise another band to battle the Wraps.”

“That word rings foully off your lips, Brynn Dharielle.”

She looked hard at the mystic.

“Wraps,” he explained. “A word of belittlement, a word to dehumanize your enemy.”

“Belittlement?” Brynn echoed incredulously. “If given the chance, I would kill every Wrap … every Behrenese,” she corrected, seeing the judging scowl.

“Would you? Would you kill a Behrenese child? A poor mother? A man who has never lifted a weapon against To-gai? Are you so hardened by the bitterness of defeat that you have changed fundamentally from that woman who recoiled at the thought of finishing off Behrenese warriors who lay dying in the sand?” Pagonel stopped and smiled, then chuckled aloud at Brynn.

Brynn looked away, but she couldn’t resist. The mystic was right—again!—and she felt foolish indeed at her fiery declaration.

“Consider your feelings honestly concerning the Behrenese,” Pagonel advised. “Recognize that they are not all of one mind, and not all deserving of retribution. Recognize that they, even those you hate the most, are human beings, are creatures with hopes for themselves and for their children not so different from your own.”

“Do you ask that I abandon my cause?”

“No. I ask that you remain truthful to yourself. Nothing more. Your path will not be bloodless, should you walk the road of war again. There will be a heavy price to be paid, for the Behrenese and the To-gai-ru. Is that cost worth the prize that will be freedom?”

“It is!” Brynn said without the slightest hesitation.

“That is all.”

Pagonel turned and walked away from her then, leaving her standing on the short stone bridge connecting two wings of the Walk of Clouds monastery, far, far above the floor of a deep and misty gorge.

With just a few words, the mystic had changed her line of thinking, had shifted her perspective—just a bit, but in a direction that Brynn was already thinking might prove to be very productive.

She knew that this would be but one of many, many lessons Pagonel and his brothers and sisters of the Walk of Clouds would teach her in her stay there.

“I am often struck by how similar we all are, though we paint different labels upon our common beliefs, different names upon our common gods, and enact different rituals to reach the same elevated state of consciousness,” Pagonel remarked as he exited the darkened room to face the eager Brynn Dharielle.

Brynn looked at him curiously, surprised by his smugness, and more than a little disappointed. She had just taken one of the greatest chances in her life, had just shown to this mystic who had become so dear to her during the last few weeks at the Walk of Clouds one of the greatest secrets of the Touel’alfar. Her teaching of Oracle to Pagonel was a huge expression of trust, for the gifts that Lady Dasslerond’s people had shown to Brynn were not to be passed along. She had expected that the mystic would be overwhelmed, would walk out of the room with that same look of disbelief upon his face that Brynn had worn in her first successful Oracle, when she had communicated, she believed, with the ghosts of her dead parents.

He had been in the room for a long time, and Brynn was certain that he had succeeded in reaching a height of intensity, a level of consciousness that transcended the bounds of mortality. And yet here he was, obviously less than impressed.

“There is only one direction, after all,” Pagonel started, but he looked at Brynn, whose face showed her disappointment clearly, and paused.

“You know of the Abellican Monks of Honce-the-Bear?” the Jhesta Tu asked a moment later.

Brynn nodded.

“They derive their power through use of gemstones that they consider sacred.”

“The ranger who trained beside me was also being trained in the use of the gemstones,” Brynn remarked, and Pagonel nodded.

“The Yatols view the stones as sacrilege.”

Again Brynn nodded. “And the Jhesta Tu?”

“We have used them.”

“And were you impressed enough to incorporate them into your religion?” Brynn asked, a bit sarcastically, given the mystic’s quiet attitude toward Oracle.

“Jhesta Tu attempt to find the same powers as the gemstones offer, the same power that your Oracle offers, within ourselves,” the mystic explained. He walked over and tapped Brynn on the forehead. “There is as much magic and power in here,” he said, and then he surprised her by running his hand down her face, down her neck, between her breasts and over her belly, all the way to her groin. “A line of strength from there to there,” he explained stepping back. “This is the core of your life energy, your Chi, and few are the people who can truly come to appreciate the power of that energy.”

“Only the Jhesta Tu?” the somewhat shaken woman asked.

“Only a very few of the Jhesta Tu,” Pagonel explained. “And only after years and years of study. Internal study.” He reached down and untied the black sash from around his waist, holding it up before the woman. “The Belt of All Colors,” he explained. “It is the symbol of understanding. Three in the Walk of Clouds now wear it, and of the others, well exceeding one hundred in number, perhaps a handful will one day find the enlightenment to earn this sash.”

Brynn reached up reverently to touch the belt, and only then did she see that it was not truly black, but was comprised of fine fibers that ran the length of the color spectrum.

The woman sat back as the mystic stepped away, replacing the sash about his waist. Despite her prior understanding of who this man, Pagonel, truly was, his remark caught her as arrogant at that time, almost belittling her years of training with the Touel’alfar.

“And what is Oracle beside such achievement?” she asked, her voice thick with sarcasm.

Pagonel laughed at her. “It is a very great thing, a precious gift, and a long stride along the road toward enlightenment.”

Brynn’s expression grew confused. “You seemed less than impressed,” she said.

“There is a group giving themselves to the wind this morning,” Pagonel said to her. “Come. I will show you our Oracle.”

“Giving themselves to the wind?”

“Come,” Pagonel said, holding out his hand to her. “As you shared Oracle with me, so I shall share this with you.”

Intrigued, Brynn took the mystic’s hand. He led her out of the monastery through a door that she had not seen before, exiting the back side of the building. Before them was a single trail, ascending the mountainside. They set off at a brisk pace, with Pagonel leading Brynn at a trot at times. A short while later, still climbing along a bare rock face, the pair spotted a line of a half dozen mystics in their orange-and-red robes, high above them.

“It is getting cold,” Brynn observed.

“That is the point.”

Brynn stopped abruptly, and Pagonel pulled free of her hand. He, too, stopped, and turned back to regard her.

“What is this?”

“Ever impatient,” the mystic observed, and he gave a great sigh and a greater smile. “This is one of the rites of passage through the Jhesta Tu order. Though most of my brothers and sisters who are able to give themselves to the wind are older and more experienced than you, I believe that you should try. Your training has been amazing, I would guess, if you have perfected the meditation you call Oracle.”

“And this is the next step ahead of Oracle?” Brynn asked, and still there was a hint of sarcasm in her tone, one that Pagonel caught, if his laugh was any indication.

“This is a step to the side, not ahead,” the mystic explained. “This is our Oracle—one manifestation of it, at least.”

Brynn held her intended sharp retort. “Then lead on,” she decided a moment later, and she took Pagonel’s offered hand.

They continued climbing for nearly an hour, their pace slowing as the terrain grew more difficult. Soon, they caught up to the other Jhesta Tu mystics, with Pagonel falling into line behind them, Brynn behind him. The woman feared that she might not be accepted, but none of the mystics seemed to even acknowledge her presence. Besides, she realized, Pagonel was the highest-ranking of their order, along with Master Cheyes and Matron Dasa, and so she supposed that he could pretty much make the rules as he saw appropriate, especially the rules concerning his visitor to the monastery.

By midafternoon, the troupe was high up on the mountainside, with a cold wind blowing fiercely about them, and patches of snow holding fast in the shaded areas. Brynn was about to remark that she was not properly dressed for the elements, but she held the thought private, for the seven Jhesta Tu mystics ahead of her in line were wearing no more than their light robes, and while a couple wore sandals, the others were barefoot.

They came up over a rocky rise, and the path split, veering out to the left, to the facing of the steep mountainside, and continuing to the right, climbing higher. Brynn was surprised when the mystics went left, and even more surprised when she came to the cliff facing, out of the shelter of the rocks and walls. The path dipped lower there, running out to a narrow north-facing ledge.

The wind blew cold, so cold! The mystics went out calmly, the lead brother moving to the end of the ledge and sitting down, cross-legged.

Pagonel stopped and ushered Brynn past him, onto the ledge in place behind the other mystics. She looked to her mentor, then to the others, who were all settling in with that same cross-legged posture.

Pagonel motioned for her to do likewise, and so she settled down.

The others brought their hands up, pressing palms together before their faces. By the time Brynn did the same, the others released their hands down to their hips. In unison, they arched their backs, lifting their hips up and back, then rolled forward slowly but steadily, folding up at the waist so that they wound up bent double over their crossed legs, heads pressing the stone, arms extending up above them.

Brynn looked up at Pagonel, who was still standing, and he nodded for her to assume the same pose.

With a shrug, the woman rolled her hips back, then rotated forward, bending low. She couldn’t get quite as far down as the mystics, but she was fairly limber and managed to settle into a somewhat comfortable position.

Then she waited.

And waited.

For a long time, Brynn kept peeking out under her arms to the others, expecting them to shift to another position. But none moved at all. A couple of them moaned softly, but other than that, they were all perfectly still and quiet.

The minutes passed and became inconsequential. After some time, Brynn stopped peeking out, just fell into the moment and allowed her thoughts to drift away, to memories, to fantasies, and then, to nothing at all.

She fell deeper and deeper away from the world.

A cold numbness brought her back to her consciousness sometime later. She blinked open her eyes and was surprised to see that the sun had set.

Brynn felt her muscles contracting; her teeth started chattering. With great effort, she lifted her head into the face of the cold night wind. Shaking, the cold biting at all of her exposed flesh, the woman managed to sit up.

And then Pagonel was there, beside her, wrapping a heavy woolen blanket about her and helping her to her feet, then holding her steady while the feeling returned to her legs.

He started to lead her away.

“What of them?” Brynn asked.

“They will return to the monastery tomorrow.”

Brynn stopped, her stare incredulous as she looked from Pagonel to the six meditating mystics. “They will freeze.”

“They have consciously slowed their bodies. Their hearts barely beat now, and the cold will not wound them,” the Jhesta Tu master explained.

Brynn stared at him in disbelief.

“As you learned your Oracle, so these Jhesta Tu have learned theirs. In time, you will come to understand, if you choose to learn.” He started away, and Brynn went along for a short while, before stopping and staring at him hard.

“But you were able to succeed at Oracle on your first try,” she said, again with a hint in her voice that something wasn’t quite right here, that perhaps Pagonel was mocking her.

“Are you so concerned with how you measure beside me?” the mystic asked bluntly. “Are you so concerned how your training measures against that of the Jhesta Tu?”

Brynn didn’t blink.

“All of the mystics now giving themselves to the wind are your seniors,” he explained. “And I am likely twice your age. Waste not your time, your emotions, and your talents on such negative feelings, my friend.”

“Did you bring me here to fail?” the unrelenting Brynn asked. “To prove to me that I had a lot more to learn?”

“I brought you here not knowing whether you would fail or not,” Pagonel answered. “But it hardly matters. I will teach you the technique over the next weeks, and when you return here, you will pass the night in quiet comfort, falling within yourself to shelter from the cold.”

Brynn glanced back up the path.

“Even in winter,” Pagonel promised. “Even on winter’s coldest night.”

He led her back down to the monastery then, walking along the dark path with the ease of familiarity.

Brynn began her lessons the next day, with Pagonel teaching her how to focus her thoughts upon one part, one aspect, of her body. He showed her how to consciously relax, strengthening the connection between mind and body, strengthening her control over herself, even to the point of slowing the beat of her heart.

Brynn returned to the shelf three weeks later. The following morning, feeling thoroughly refreshed, Brynn Dharielle walked down the path beside a handful of Jhesta Tu, back to the monastery. None of the mystics said anything to her on that long walk, but whenever she managed to catch their eyes, the looks that she got back were inevitably ones of acceptance.

Brynn went up the mountain to give herself to the wind many times over the next weeks and months, and even though summer had blossomed on the land far below, up there only the discipline she had learned from Pagonel and from the elves allowed her to survive the brutally cold nights. On one occasion, Brynn remained up on that shelf for three days, deep within herself, and within the emptiness of dark peace.

Every time she came back down the mountain, the woman felt refreshed, felt stronger, and felt that the road of her life was a bit more clearly defined.

She left the Walk of Clouds in the other direction often, as well, traveling down the thousands of stone stairs to the valley floor. Finding the grassy fields where the horses ran was not difficult, and a single whistle and call always brought Brynn’s best friend galloping to her side.

On one such morning, when the summer of God’s Year 841 was giving way to autumn, Brynn and Runtly basked in the sunshine. The woman had brought a bucket and brushes down with her, and she knew all the right places to brush the pony, using just the right texture of bristle so that the pony kept throwing his head with approval.

Brynn had come down before the dawn this morning, so that she had caught up to Runtly just as the sun was rising, intending to spend the whole of the day with the pony, brushing him clean, riding him, just sitting in the grass beside him as he meandered about, seeking out delicious clover.

The young ranger was surprised when she saw a figure approaching, tall and slender, though with a bit of a belly. As he came out of the direct sunlight, she recognized Pagonel.

“Am I needed above?” Brynn asked, concerned, not because of any expression or posture of the mystic, but merely from the fact that he had come all the way down there.

“I thought that I might come and enjoy the day with you,” Pagonel replied. “And with him.” As he finished, he walked over and stroked Runtly’s muscled neck as the pony happily munched at some clover. Runtly’s head snapped around and he bit at Pagonel’s hand, not seriously, not trying to injure, but merely as a warning gesture.

“He likes you, I am certain,” Brynn said with a chuckle.

“Or he likes the way I taste.”

“Perhaps he sees our friendship as a threat to my friendship with him.”

“Or perhaps he simply likes the way I taste!” Pagonel reiterated, patting the pony hard on the neck.

“I enjoyed several hours of Oracle this morning,” the mystic went on.

Brynn knew that he was not lying, nor was he saying that just to make her feel a bit better about her place at the Walk of Clouds.

“A lesson learned in exchange for a lesson given?” she asked.

“A valuable exchange.”

“Was it?” Brynn asked in all seriousness. “Do your brethren share your enthusiasm for that which I might contribute to your order?”

“You are anxious.”

Brynn considered the statement for a moment, then nodded. “The Walk of Clouds is unaccustomed to casual visitors.”

“Is that what you are?”

“Is that what I am?” the woman came right back at him. “I am not a member of your order, yet you share its secrets with me. Does that sit well with your peers, Pagonel?”

“I wear the Belt of All Colors and am thus answerable only to my own judgment,” he explained. “There is no questioning, not to me, nor behind your back in whispers. It is no Jhesta Tu’s place to question your presence here.”

“But where do I fit in, in the judgment of Pagonel?” Brynn asked. “Do you think me Jhesta Tu? Do you hope that I will walk that path?”

“I think that you have been walking that path for most of your life,” the mystic explained. “Whether you one day choose formally to claim yourself Jhesta Tu is irrelevant.”

Brynn started to reply, but Pagonel stopped her with an upraised hand, patted Runtly hard on the neck one last time, then moved over and sat beside the woman. “Many centuries ago, soon after the establishment of the Abellican Church in Honce-the-Bear, one of their missionaries happened upon us, gemstones in hand, to spread the good word of his version of god. He was taken in at the Walk of Clouds, as were you, and shared with us as we shared with him. Both our order and his understanding were strengthened by that commune, I believe, and thus am I strengthened in my understanding by learning the truths as you have learned them. And thus, I pray, will you be strengthened by your experiences here at the Walk of Clouds.”

Brynn looked at the older man hard, locking his gaze and not blinking. “Why do you wish me strengthened? Is my cause your cause?”

“I do not know,” the mystic admitted.

“Then why?” Brynn asked. “Why did you risk your life to pull me off the battlefield outside of Dharyan? And why did you then bring me all the way to the south? Would you have done as much if it was another you had saved? Would you have taken another—even Ashwarawu himself—all the way here and opened the secrets of your order to him?”

“No,” Pagonel admitted without even considering the words.

“Then why?”

The mystic took a deep breath and leaned back a bit as Brynn leaned in eagerly toward him. After a few moments, he looked away.

“Because I see in you so much of my own heart,” he said a short while later, and he turned back to stare into Brynn’s puzzled expression, that beautiful face only an inch from his own. “You understand Jhesta Tu—I knew that you would. I knew that both of us would benefit …” He stammered a bit, at a loss for words for the first time Brynn had ever seen.

She stopped him, then, putting her finger over his lips. “I know,” she said. “I knew it, too, when first we met at Ashwarawu’s camp.”

She moved her finger away, but Pagonel didn’t resume speaking. He just sat there, staring at her, and she at him.

All that Pagonel wanted to do at that moment was kiss her. But he didn’t, holding back and reminding himself that he was twice Brynn’s age.

All that Brynn wanted to do at that moment was kiss this man, but she wasn’t bold enough to initiate that level of intimacy, though in truth, to her, physical intimacy between them could be nothing more than an extension of the emotional intimacy they had been sharing all these months. They were so in harmony, spirit and soul, that Brynn hardly cared about any age difference.

But Pagonel held back, and Brynn, so innocent and unawares in matters of physical intimacy, would not take this first step.

They stayed on the field with Runtly until late that afternoon, then walked together up the long staircase back to the Walk of Clouds, Pagonel’s home and Brynn’s welcomed sanctuary.


Chapter 21
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The Relief of Resignation

YAKIM DOUAN WAS TRULY SURPRISED TO LEARN THAT THE CHEZHOU KALIIT, THE master of that warrior order, was in Jacintha to meet with him, for though the Chezhou-Lei were dedicated to the Yatol priests, serving as bodyguards who would throw their own bodies in front of a spear aimed for a Yatol, the Kaliit, an old barrel-chested man named Thog Timig, rarely left his home village, some hundred miles south of Jacintha. His mere presence told Yakim Douan that something extraordinary was afoot.

The door to the private audience chamber cracked open and Merwan Ma entered, leading the old and bent man. The Kaliit was hunched at the shoulders, and while his torso had retained the size and strength of his former warrior years, his arms and legs were spindly things, withered and crooked from an assortment of injuries. But if there was any infirmity in the Kaliit’s physical body, it didn’t show in his dark and sparkling eyes, strong and intense. He fixed a glare on Douan from the moment he strode through the door, one that showed appropriate respect, but also conveyed the inner power of the man.

“Welcome, Kaliit Timig,” Douan greeted warmly. “I have oft feared that I would not have the chance to greet you again before Yatol took one of us or the other to his side.”

The Kaliit stiffly, but with great dignity, slid into a chair beside the Chezru Chieftain.

“It will not be long,” he replied dryly. “Every storm rages in my body before the sky has clouded.”

Douan nodded and smiled, more to himself than to his visitor. He had no idea of the Kaliit’s true age, but the man was very, very old, ancient even. Thog Timig had risen to the position of Kaliit early on during Douan’s reign as Chezru Chieftain, but while Yakim Douan had been barely more than a boy at that time, those few decades ago, Thog Timig had already been a middle-aged man.

“Which makes your decision to visit me at this time all the more mysterious, I must admit,” Douan said a moment later, when the God-Voice noted that the Kaliit seemed to be staring off into nothingness.

The old man turned his head slowly to regard the man beside him. “The Chezhou-Lei will march as one,” he explained. “For the first time in three hundred years, the warriors will be recalled from every corner of Behren.”

Yakim Douan stared at the man incredulously. What was he talking about? The To-gai-ru had been put down, and definitively, outside the gates of Dharyan, and there had been little stirring over the last months from any would-be rebels. So secure had the situation become that Yatol Grysh had sent the Jacintha twenty-squares marching home again. Even the ever-present pirates along the coast had quieted in recent months, now that the eyes of all of Behren’s military power could be turned upon them.

“Recalled to march where?” Douan asked, trying hard to hide his surprise at all of this. “To the west? The north? Do you mean to swim out into the Mirianic and throttle the rag-tag pirates?”

“To the south,” Kaliit Timig said.

“The south? To the hot jungles and the great Serpent Masur?”

“To the Mountains of Fire and the Jhesta Tu mystics,” the Kaliit admitted.

“Jhesta Tu?” Mixed in with Douan’s surprise was a fair degree of budding anger. Why would the Chezhou-Lei desire to wake the sleeping tiger that was Jhesta Tu? The old mystics sat up on their mountaintops, removed from all the world—just the way that Yakim Douan wanted it!

“Chezhou-Lei Dahmed Blie did not return with your soldiers from Dharyan,” Kaliit Timig remarked.

“No,” Douan admitted. “He was among the fallen. The few fallen. And I admit my surprise and dismay when I learned that a Chezhou-Lei warrior had been killed at Dharyan. I never would have believed that the pitiful rebels could have struck such a blow!”

“Chezhou-Lei Dahmed Blie was killed, not by a rebel Ru, but by a Jhesta Tu mystic, God-Voice,” Kaliit Timig explained. “Our ancient enemies have come down from their mountains and have begun a war.”

“You cannot be certain of this.”

“The Jhesta Tu was seen in southern To-gai earlier,” Kaliit Timig croaked, his voice rising in anger for the first time since he had entered, and for one of the very few times in the dispassionate man’s entire life. “The wound was quite telling,” he went on, holding forth his crooked fingers as straight as he could get them, thrusting them out, hooking them farther, and pulling back, an imitation of the strike Pagonel had used to kill Dahmed Blie. “It confirmed for us what those who witnessed Dahmed Blie’s fall have told. Jhesta Tu killed Chezhou-Lei. There can be no doubt.”

“The actions of a rogue mystic, then,” a hopeful Douan remarked.

“Even if that were so, God-Voice, the actions of that day were consummated with the killing strike of order against order. It is not a challenge that we can ignore.”

Yakim Douan blew out an expression of his complete frustration. Would the web of politics never free him enough that he could leave this old and broken frame in peace?

“A challenge?” Douan asked, skepticism clear in his voice. “A rogue Jhesta Tu joins with the fool Ru and wins a battle against a Chezhou-Lei. You must view that as a challenge? Perhaps this Jhesta Tu is still running about the steppes of northern To-gai. Send Yatol Grysh’s warrior, Wan Atenn, and some of his warriors scouring the land.”

“We have, God-Voice.”

That set Yakim Douan back a bit. The Chezhou-Lei were not an independent order. They reported to him, and to him alone. Or at least, they were supposed to.

“We have inquired all about the region concerning the Jhesta Tu,” Kaliit Timig explained.

“And was his presence part of a larger conspiracy from the mystics of the Mountains of Fire?”

The Kaliit shrugged, a stiff and crooked motion. “We have learned little, God-Voice,” he admitted. “But it is believed that the slayer of Dahmed Blie has retreated to the south, back to his fortress in the Mountains of Fire.”

“And you wish to march the Chezhou-Lei there?”

“We must march, God-Voice,” the Kaliit explained. “We must answer this challenge with the sword.”

Yakim Douan stood up and walked around to the front of the Kaliit’s chair, then bent low very suddenly, his scowling face only a few inches from that of the older man. “You must?” he asked. “Has the God-Voice so directed you?”

“No, God-Voice,” the Kaliit admitted.

“Then why do you presume that you must do anything, Kaliit Timig?”

“Our battle with the Jhesta Tu began two thousand years ago, God-Voice,” Thog Timig tried to explain. “It is among the most important duties of the Chezhou-Lei, to hold back the infidel Jhesta Tu. We have protected many Chezru Chieftains from the pagans throughout the centuries. Did we not rescue Jacintha from the devilish Jhesta Tu-inspired hordes three centuries ago? Did we not …”

Yakim Douan let the Kaliit’s words slip past him then, amused by the first reference. He remembered well the day of rioting in Jacintha, when the Chezhou-Lei warriors slaughtered several thousand on the streets outside of the great temple. Yes, there had been rumors that the Jhesta Tu had inspired the insurrection against the Yatol rule, but those were thoroughly overblown, Yakim Douan knew well. The people had rioted out of desperation, because of short food supplies in a time of devastating drought. But the Chezhou-Lei warriors had clung to the belief—the hope, and the heroic legend—that the Jhesta Tu had inspired that mob, and even that several of the mystics had been among the rioters.

When he tuned back into the present, Yakim Douan realized that Kaliit Timig’s recounting of the glorious Chezhou-Lei victories had only gained momentum, and so he stopped the man abruptly with an upraised hand.

“No one doubts the value of the Chezhou-Lei, Kaliit,” he admitted. “You are the greatest of Jacintha’s warriors, and your loyalty is not, and has never been, in question. But you say that you must travel south, and yet, I have reached no such conclusion, nor have I offered any such edict.”

“God-Voice.” Kaliit Thog Timig said, rising with great effort to stand as straight and tall as his old and battered frame would allow. “I pray that you will see the truth of my plea. The Chezhou-Lei must answer this act of murder—”

“It was a battlefield, Kaliit,” Yakim Douan reminded, and off to the side, Merwan Ma sucked in his breath nervously.

“A battle that did not involve the Jhesta Tu,” Kaliit Timig replied steadily. “Their mere presence there should frighten you, God-Voice, for they are a powerful foe.”

“One,” Yakim reminded, holding up a single finger. “One of them was there. A single warrior.”

“It is your decision to make, God-Voice,” Kaliit Timig conceded. “I wish only to impress upon you the urgent need for the Chezhou-Lei to respond to this act of murder. We must march south, or all that we are will diminish. I pray that Yatol gives you the guidance you need, that you can see our needs clearly in this matter.”

With that, the old man stiffly bowed and shuffled out of the room.

Merwan Ma stood at the door, looking back at Yakim Douan, his expression showing that he was unsure of whether or not he should remain behind.

The Chezru Chieftain waved him away.

Yakim Douan sat for a long time, playing through his options. He truly did not want the Chezhou-Lei marching to some distant land to do battle with the Jhesta Tu. The Chezhou-Lei were Yakim Douan’s elite guard, the iron gauntlet upon the closed fist with which he held Behren. He could ill afford to have their ranks decimated in some far-off land, and even if they marched out there and proved victorious, the length of the journey itself would keep them away from Douan’s needs for the better part of a year.

And yet, how could he refuse the request of the Kaliit? The Chezhou-Lei were undyingly loyal to the Yatols, to the Chezru Chieftain above all. They asked little in return. And among the Chezhou-Lei, the most important ideals of all were pride and honor. If they felt slighted now by their hated enemies, the Jhesta Tu, then, for the sake of their own sensibilities, they had to go and retaliate. If he said no to them, Yakim Douan knew that they would obey. But what price would they, and he, pay for that decision? What was the cost of denying the Chezhou-Lei their honor?

The weary Chezru Chieftain rubbed his tired eyes.

And what if Kaliit Timig was right in his suppositions about the Jhesta Tu being involved in the battle at Dharyan? What if this ancient order was now siding with the To-gai-ru against the Yatols? Douan knew that he had never been a hero to the heretical Jhesta Tu. The Yatol religion was not one that tolerated their strange views of the world long before he had ascended the position as Chezru Chieftain those generations ago. At one point, in a previous incarnation as Chezru Chieftain, Douan had made some overtures that he might try to mend the division between the Yatols and the Jhesta Tu. That thought had been thrown aside before it had ever manifested itself into any action that would move beyond the temple in Jacintha, for Douan had nearly been overthrown by his own priests for simply suggesting such a thing.

For the Yatols hated the Jhesta Tu as profoundly as did the Chezhou-Lei warriors. This was not a battle that Douan could easily avoid.

And did Yakim Douan really want to hold back his Chezhou-Lei warriors? If the Kaliit was correct, then what might be the implications to him? The Jhesta Tu were the ghosts of the world, mysterious and powerful, and Douan held no doubt at all that they could be the deadliest of assassins if they so chose. If the mysterious mystics had indeed taken up the To-gai-ru cause, then was he, as leader of the conquering Behrenese, truly safe?

This was just one more problem that Yakim Douan did not wish thrust upon him at that time, when he wanted only peace and stability. But like so many of the other problems, it was one that he could not ignore.

He understood then what he must do.

Yakim Douan and Merwan Ma knew from the moment that Master Mackaront of St. Entel walked into their midst that something was terribly wrong in Honce-the-Bear.

“Olin is dead?” the Chezru Chieftain asked, purely on reflex, and Douan bit his lip as he finished the words, angry at himself for the uncharacteristic loss of composure. It was just a thought, an answer to Mackaront’s troubled expression, but as God-Voice of Behren, as the unquestioned leader of the Yatol religion, it was not Douan’s place to make guesses.

“No, Chezru,” Mackaront answered, seeming somewhat confused, as did Merwan Ma, who looked upon his leader questioningly.

It was not a look that Yakim Douan desired to elicit from his flock.

“The College of Abbots has chosen Master Fio Bou-raiy of St.-Mere-Abelle as the successor to Father Abbot Agronguerre,” Mackaront explained.

“Abbot Olin is dead,” Douan reiterated, this time as a definitive statement and not a question. “His place in the Church is diminished, for he has reached the pinnacle of his power. His road ahead is set, to the end.”

Mackaront breathed hard, obviously trying to hold himself steady.

Yakim Douan took a good measure of him, and of Merwan Ma, standing by his side. He had dodged that errant question, he believed, but he knew that he was stretching here. “That is how Abbot Olin feels, at least,” he offered. “Else he would not have sent you here.”

Mackaront shifted on his feet and straightened somewhat.

“This is unfortunate,” Douan remarked, turning away and heading for the chairs. “For Abbot Olin is among the wisest men of your land, among the wisest I have ever known. It is a sad day for Olin, and for the Abellican Church, which would have grown far greater under his leadership. But we cannot change what has happened, and so we must find now our next best road.” Douan understood that he was being a bit condescending, because, obviously, the defeat of Olin didn’t weigh upon him as catastrophically as it did with Mackaront.

“The new Queen Jilseponie of Honce-the-Bear voted against Abbot Olin, Chezru,” Mackaront explained. “Surely that signal from King Danube is of interest to you.”

Yakim Douan sat down, motioning for the other two to join him. He considered Mackaront’s words carefully for a few minutes. Was there really a signal here, anything more than the obvious fact that King Danube of Honce-the-Bear preferred his kingdom as free of Behrenese influence as possible?

Not really, Douan concluded, and he recognized that Mackaront was just being a bit overly dramatic, and perhaps a bit retributive against Douan’s inevitable disinterest.

“Abbot Olin holds my friendship—that has not changed,” the Chezru Chieftain went on, then he launched into a long series of stories about some of his past dealings with Abbot Olin, even admitting that he had once traveled to Entel in disguise to dine with the man at St. Bondabruce.

Master Mackaront listened to it all with growing comfort, and Merwan Ma listened with growing confusion, even concern.

When he had finished, Yakim Douan stood up suddenly, with more energy than any had seen from him in a long time. “Take our friend out to the docks, to his boat, that he might return to Entel and Abbot Olin,” he instructed Merwan Ma. “Give to him the tapestry that hangs on the left wall of the entryway—it is a battle that Olin, I am sure, holds dear!” he finished with a chuckle, one that melted any forthcoming questions from the obviously stunned Merwan Ma. The tapestry in question, a beautiful and vibrant work, and one of Douan’s favorites, depicted a great sea battle, in which the Jacintha fleet chased the ships of Honce-the-Bear back to the port of Entel.

“Abbot Olin will like it!” Douan said to the stunned Merwan Ma. “He and I have discussed that ancient battle in great detail—he insists that Entel won that battle, sinking the Jacintha fleet before it could return. We know the truth, of course, that our proud ships had won a great victory over the inferior Entel ships, bottling them in their harbor and sinking most. On their glorious return to Entel, though, they happened upon a great storm, and many were lost.”

He paused and chuckled again. “Ah yes, we all have our own truths.”

When the pair had gone, Yakim Douan stood staring at the door, a grin stamped upon his old face. What a strange and momentous few weeks it had been. First comes news that the Chezhou-Lei wish to march south to do battle with the Jhesta Tu, and now the Abellican Church had just thrown aside the plans of Abbot Olin. Douan knew that this latest news from the northern kingdom should have troubled him, should have once again denied him that which he so desperately wanted, Transcendence. And yet, with these two events, the old Chezru Chieftain felt somehow more alive than he had in so many years.

His had become a cautious existence.

Merwan Ma returned a short while later, his expression showing that he was still perplexed about Douan’s reaction to the news from Mackaront and the decision to give away such a prized tapestry.

“Abbot Olin was in need of my consolation,” Douan explained.

Merwan Ma seemed to wince a bit at that.

“You wonder why I care?” Douan asked. “He is Abellican, after all. You have never been comfortable with my relationship with the Abbot of St. Bondabruce.”

“God-Voice, it is not my place—”

“To question me? No, it is not, and so you do not—openly. But in your heart, my young friend, you have questioned me often.”

“No, God-Voice!” the younger man declared.

Yakim Douan held up his hands to show his attendant that it was quite all right, that there was no offense here, and none taken. “Abbot Olin’s faith has been shaken yet again by the Abellican Church, and not surprisingly,” Douan explained. “Often has he been disappointed by his peers, as we would expect, since they follow a wayward path. Our generosity toward the man has always acted to push him farther from the heretical beliefs of his Church.”

“Do you believe that Abbot Olin might be brought to the light of Yatol?” Merwan Ma asked incredulously, and Yakim Douan laughed heartily at that thought.

“I believe that he understands much of the truth of our ways,” he explained. “I expect no overt conversion, nor would I desire one, for that would cause the Abellican Church to excommunicate the man, and likely burn him at the stake. No, the transformation of others to the way of Yatol may sometimes be done with abrupt force, as with the pitiful To-gai-ru, but with the more cultured and entrenched societies, such as Honce-the-Bear, our victory will come over the years, the decades, the centuries, as their own failings dishearten them. Abbot Olin was not the first abbot in Entel sympathetic to the way of Yatol, nor will he be the last.

“In the end, we will win, because we are right, my son.”

Merwan Ma’s smile was genuine, and Yakim Douan knew that he had once again satisfied the man that he was indeed in the presence of a God-Voice, that the machinations of Yakim Douan’s actions were far beyond his immediate comprehension.

It was a bluff that Yakim Douan had perfected over many lifetimes.

“What is it?” Yakim Douan asked his attendant, seeing the curious look upon Merwan Ma’s face.

Merwan Ma shook his head and seemed embarrassed.

“Tell me, son,” Yakim Douan said comfortingly, and he moved over and patted Merwan Ma’s shoulder, uncharacteristic behavior that seemed to confuse Merwan Ma even more.

“You seem happier of late, God-Voice,” the young man admitted.

Yakim Douan stepped back, surprised by the bluntness, and in truth, surprised a bit by the accuracy of the observation. He was feeling better, and was possessed of more energy of late. It was the gemstone, he knew. Falling into its magical swirl every day was filling him with health and strength.

“I am freed of the bonds of responsibility for now,” he replied. “You have gotten your wish, my son, for Transcendence is now an event for the future. Yatol has called upon me to remain here and oversee the momentous events of the day. Our Chezhou-Lei warriors will march south, likely within a couple of months, to do battle with the Jhesta Tu. And now this, Abbot Olin defeated by his brethren. No, Yatol will not let his flock be vulnerable during these times, and so I am called to lead. And lead I shall.”

Merwan Ma beamed at the proclamation, but there was something else in his expression that Yakim Douan could not quite decipher, and that unknown reminded the Chezru Chieftain poignantly that he had to remain careful.

Still, Douan could not help but feel refreshed.

Yes, Transcendence had been taken away from him, and yes, the hematite hidden in the chalice was giving him new strength and vitality. But the true change here, the true reason why a smile was often evident on his face, was exactly as he had explained it to Merwan Ma. For months, years even, his focus had been on tidying up so that he could make the transformation to a younger body. Even as the events of the day had continually dictated otherwise, Yakim Douan had stubbornly held on to his hope for Transcendence.

Now he had let go of that dream for the foreseeable future. These two events, with the Kaliit and the abbot, had shut the door and locked it. Now Douan was focused on the events at hand.

Perhaps it was time for him to revel in the present glory.


Chapter 22
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A Chill Breeze on Leathery Wings

HE FELT THE SEARING HEAT OF THE LAVA AS HE PLUMMETED, AND BELIEVED THAT he would simply burst into flame, but then he landed in a great dark and wet cave it seemed. It took Belli’mar Juraviel a few breaths to understand that the dragon had caught him in its mouth, had plucked him out of the air only a few feet above the deadly lava.

The dragon winced and growled, nearly opening its mouth, and Juraviel understood that it had likely nipped the lava on its turn upward. Then came the jolts as the dragon landed back on the stone, a few staggering steps.

Spat out of the beast’s mouth, Juraviel hit the ground hard in a bouncing roll.

He came to a sitting position and looked back, then had to look away as Agradeleous began the bone-crunching, flesh-tearing transformation back to a bipedal lizardman form.

The elf glanced down the hallway, thinking that he should use this opportunity to sprint away. To what end, though? He knew that Agradeleous would easily overtake him.

It occurred to him then that he should use this opportunity to attack the dragon, to defeat it, perhaps even to force it back over the ledge into the lava.

Juraviel dismissed that notion with a shrug and a helpless laugh. How might he be able to hurt the great beast, even during this seemingly vulnerable time of transformation? And if he could find a way to win out, if he could find a boulder or something to knock the dragon over the ledge …

Juraviel didn’t want to. He would not strike at Agradeleous; he had no right to strike at this creature that had shown him unexpected mercy.

He sat down on the floor, closed his eyes, and waited for the dragon to complete its transformation.

A powerful hand grasped him by the back of his collar, lifting him with frightening ease and carrying him along. The elf stayed limp and kept his eyes closed, perfectly resigned to his fate, whatever that fate might be.

Agradeleous ran along the corridors at great speed as the minutes became an hour, and then two, and on and on. Tirelessly, the dragon ran, feet thumping heavily, Juraviel bouncing and dragging, but never complaining. The elf could not believe the beast’s stamina, but still, sooner than he imagined possible, Agradeleous stopped and shook him, and when he opened his eyes, he found himself again in the dragon’s treasure lair, overlooking the pit, where Cazzira stared back up at him.

Agradeleous growled and threw him down, and only the elf’s wings, beating furiously, stopped him from smashing to death on the hard stone. Still, he landed hard, falling into a roll, and then a second, and when he came up, he toppled over backward, too dazed and hurt to hold his footing. Cazzira was there in a moment, cradling his head. “Oh, you fool!” she scolded. “You cannot escape the beast! I should have stopped you from trying.”

Juraviel looked up at her and managed to smile, and to lift his arm up to place his hand on her cradling forearm. “You could not have stopped me. I knew the danger, and knew the futility. But still, I was bound to try.”

He saw a wounded look upon her face before she sighed and looked away, which somewhat surprised him.

With great effort, Juraviel shifted about and came up to his knees beside the sitting Cazzira, cupping her face with one hand and turning her to face him. “This has nothing to do with how I feel about you,” he said.

“It has everything to do with it.” Though he held her face toward his own, the elf still turned her eyes away.

“No,” Juraviel insisted. “I am bound by duty above all, above even love.”

Cazzira looked back at him.

“And I do love you,” Juraviel admitted, to himself and to her. “I do. And that, too, tells me that I must get out of here, I must find a way to get us both out of here.”

His strength left him as he finished, and he slumped a bit, and Cazzira pulled him in close to her.

And both of them sat there, wondering what would come next, wondering what punishment Agradeleous would rain upon Juraviel.

The jolting landing of the heavy beast jarred Juraviel and Cazzira from their slumber the next morning, both elves leaping up to face the wrathful Agradeleous. The dragon stood there, muscles twitching beneath its scaly hide, clawed hands grasping at the air and squeezing tightly, lizard snout curling back as low growls escaped through jagged, pointed teeth. With a sudden burst of rage, as if the anger simply could not be contained within, Agradeleous exploded into motion. He grabbed up a rock that was nearly as big, and many times as heavy, as either of the elves, and hurled it across the pit to smash thunderously against the opposite wall.

Mouth moving as if the dragon wanted to bite the air itself, the beast took a threatening step forward.

Cazzira rushed in front of Juraviel. “If you are to kill him, then know that I am your mortal enemy!”

The dragon stopped. “Kill?” Agradeleous asked. And then he snorted.

Juraviel pushed Cazzira out of the way and stepped past her to face the dragon directly. He stared at Agradeleous for a few moments, trying to size up the dragon’s mood, and he noted a range of emotions, some surprising. Agradeleous was outraged, of course, but there was something behind that anger. It hit Juraviel profoundly then—his action had wounded the dragon, but in the way that a friend might wound another.

“I feed you,” Agradeleous started. “You are warm and with companionship. You tell me great tales and I tell you their equal. And you betray me!”

“I did not betray you!” Juraviel shouted back, as emphatically as any dragon’s roar. “And it pained me to walk away.”

“You deceived me!” Agradeleous countered. “Step by step, you lured me into your grand play, and that play was no more than a ruse to cover your escape!”

“No!” Juraviel retorted, but he bit the word short, and his visage softened as he stared at the dragon. “Yes,” he admitted. “I deceived you and I deceived Cazzira.”

“Then I should tear your head from your shoulders!” Agradeleous roared, and came forward another threatening step, putting him only one long stride from Juraviel.

The elf only shrugged. “I am helpless to stop you.” He looked up, then, noting that Agradeleous had not continued his advance. The dragon stood there, low growls—of frustration, Juraviel realized—escaping its gnashing maw.

“I should not be surprised by the treachery of a Touel’alfar,” Agradeleous quietly rasped.

Juraviel realized then that he could not allow the dragon to go down this disastrous road, relating this incident to the less-than-stellar relationship between their races—for Cazzira’s sake if not his own. Agradeleous was deeply wounded, and would likely kill him, but if the dragon came to consider Juraviel’s treachery as expected from Touel’alfar, and by extension Doc’alfar, then no doubt Cazzira’s ending would come swiftly.

“You gave me no choice, Agradeleous,” Juraviel remarked.

The dragon’s lamplight eyes stared at him hard, seemed to burn holes into him.

“For months you have kept us here, while my protégé walks her dangerous road alone,” Juraviel explained. “I am bound to her side, and yet, there I cannot be. While you hold me here to tell you stories, another is being written, one whose writing is supposed to be partly the province of Belli’mar Juraviel. I have enjoyed my time here—I would be lying if I said otherwise. And yet, I must go.”

Agradeleous gave a sound that seemed to be a cross somewhere between a mocking laugh and an angry growl.

“How can you claim treachery if you refuse to claim friendship?” Cazzira cut in suddenly.

Juraviel and Agradeleous both snapped their gazes over the Tylwyn Doc. Juraviel’s immediate reaction was to shout out at her to stay out of this, to tell her that it was none of her affair, to protect her from inadvertently entering into the wrath of Agradeleous. But the protests died in his throat as Cazzira calmly, so very calmly, continued.

“If we are prisoners, then you are within your rights to punish Juraviel for his attempt to leave.”

“My rights?” the dragon asked with complete sarcasm, as if the whole notion was absurd. This was Agradeleous’ lair, where Agradeleous was king, after all, and bound by nothing but the dragon’s whims.

“You cannot claim the role of jailor and of friend, Agradeleous,” Cazzira went on quietly. “At first, you were the former, obviously. But it seems to me that you have abandoned that mantle, of jailor, as we have abandoned the mantle of prisoners.”

“You speak foolishness! He deceived me that he could escape.”

“I must go,” Juraviel said, and Agradeleous laughed at him.

“He asks you as a friend,” Cazzira added, and that stopped the laughter, and in truth, had all three of them wondering what their relationship truly had become.

A few moments of silence slipped past, with all three gazes darting from one to the other.

“And for that, I owe an apology,” Juraviel admitted, to himself and to the others. “I should have come to trust in our friendship. I should have come to you directly, and honestly, explaining that I had to leave. It is my duty that I go to find Brynn, and I tell you now, honestly, that if you refuse me this, I will try again to get away from here. Not to get away from you,” he added quickly, for it seemed as if the dragon was about to leap atop him, “but to get to her.”

“You do not even know if she is still alive,” Agradeleous replied, and he seemed much calmer then.

“But I must find out the truth of it.”

The dragon pondered the words for a long time, then nodded. “You should have come to me.”

“You would not have let me …” Juraviel paused and looked at Cazzira. “Would not have let us,” he corrected, “go.”

“You have tales I wish to hear,” the dragon explained. “For hundreds of years, I have slept here quietly. I did not ask you to invade my home, and did not kill you, as is my right against thieves.”

“We were not thieves,” Cazzira put in. “Not knowingly, at least.”

“You cannot argue against my generosity in this!” Agradeleous roared, and he stamped his foot, which shook the chamber and lifted both the elves into short bounces.

“You are correct,” Juraviel agreed. “You have been most generous, but that does not change the road I must follow.”

“You should have asked!”

“You would not have let me go!”

“Not alone!”

That startled the elves, and indeed, seemed to startle the dragon, as well!

“You would let Cazzira walk beside me out of here?” Juraviel asked.

“I would walk beside the both of you out of here!” Agradeleous answered, and it was obvious that the dragon had just made that decision on the spot. “Yes,” he said, nodding, and speaking as if to himself. “It has been too long since I have flown through the wide sky, too long since I have walked the realm of the alfar and the lesser races. We will go to find your Brynn if she is living still, and to make a tale of our own if she is not!”

Juraviel found that he could hardly draw breath, and when he glanced over at Cazzira, he saw that she was equally distressed. What had he just done? What destruction had he just inadvertently unleashed upon the world?

“Yes, it is too long since I have known an adventure, and too many centuries have passed since I have added to my treasures!” Agradeleous declared. “Prepare yourselves. We will leave as soon as you are ready.” With that, the dragon, seeming much more lighthearted, leaped away.

Juraviel continued to look to Cazzira, who half walked, half stumbled beside him. “We cannot,” she whispered, barely finding the breath to speak.

“We cannot stop him,” Juraviel answered. The truth of his own words struck him profoundly, forcing him to bear responsibility for putting this idea into Agradeleous’ head.

“We cannot control him,” Cazzira reminded. “How many will die because of this?”

Juraviel tried to keep the edge out of his voice, though the sarcasm remained obvious. “They are just humans, are they not?” He regretted the words even as they left his mouth, for Cazzira turned up at him, her expression wounded.

“Well then, perhaps I fear that Agradeleous will fly over the mountains to attack Tymwyvenne,” the Doc’alfar answered. “Because of course I could not learn to care for any humans.”

She started to walk away, but Juraviel grabbed her up in his arms and would not let her go, however she thrashed. “I am afraid, Cazzira,” he admitted. “I do not mean to wound you, but I am afraid.”

From up above, they heard a guttural, rumbling sound, and it took them a moment to realize that the dragon was speaking—no, not speaking, but singing!—in his ancient language. Both Juraviel and Cazzira, whose respective languages bore the same heritage as that of the dragon, understood enough of Agradeleous’ song to realize that it was all about pillaging and burning, about the tastiness of man-flesh and the joys of the many artifacts the humans always crafted from glittering stones and metals.

“I think that you should have a long, long talk with our companion,” Cazzira said dryly.

“That is what got us into this in the first place,” Juraviel reminded her.

The elves stalled for as long as they possibly could, but as the hours turned to days, the dragon’s song only became more insistent and frantic. Finally, Agradeleous landed beside them with a reverberating thump, and explained that it was time to leave. Both elves tried to offer protests, but the dragon just scooped them up under powerful arms and leaped away. When they got settled into the main chamber, the elves found that he had set out all of their belongings, along with other general supplies and an assortment of weapons and armor.

“Gather your trinkets and let us go,” the dragon insisted, and when they were finished their outfitting, and just stood there looking at Agradeleous and at each other, the beast asked bluntly, “Do you know the way?”

“We were searching for that when we stumbled upon your lair,” said Juraviel.

“Back the other way then!” Agradeleous roared, and Juraviel glanced over at Cazzira, to see her porcelain skin seeming even more pale, and to see her swaying as if she would just fall over.

“No,” Juraviel replied. “There are one-way doors, and corridors too twisting to navigate. South is the better course.”

“You are certain?” the dragon asked. “I can fly over the mountains with ease. They are no barrier to mighty Agradeleous!”

Again, Juraviel glanced over to see Cazzira growing unsteady on her feet.

“We go south,” Juraviel said more firmly. “But before we walk with you into the human lands, Agradeleous, I will have your word of agreement.”

The dragon tilted his head, seeming somewhere between amusement and disbelief.

“You will not kill any humans,” Juraviel demanded.

The dragon began to growl.

“Except in defense,” the elf added.

Still the dragon growled.

“Or in battle,” Juraviel went on. “I will determine your course in this, Agradeleous. You may defend yourself, of course, but you will take no actions against the humans, any humans, without my direction and permission. I will have your word on this.”

“Or?”

“Or I will not lead you to Brynn and the grand adventure you desire,” Juraviel was quick to respond. “If you wish to simply go out from your hole and ravage the land, then do so without me and without Cazzira. If you wish to participate in a war that will change the world, in a tale that will be spoken of for centuries to come, then you will agree to my terms. You will give me your word, and truly, do I ask anything so difficult?”

“Good enough,” the dragon agreed after a moment’s reflection. “I will trust your judgment on this, Belli’mar Juraviel. To the south we go—let us begin our search down the hole where we lost your companion. If she did not make it out alive, then better that we learn the truth before we step out under the wide sky. Perhaps we will not need to be discerning in whom we kill!”

Now it was Juraviel who truly needed a bit of physical support, but he somehow managed, and so did Cazzira, to follow the magnificent and terrible beast out of the treasure chamber.

It was all guesswork, of course, as the tunnels forked and forked again, and so their progress was painfully slow, and so the days meandered past.

But then Agradeleous stumbled upon a tunnel long and straight and ascending, and with just a hint of current in the air.

It was late autumn of God’s Year 841, almost a year since entering the Path of Starless Night, when Juraviel and Cazzira and their newest companion walked out of the tunnel, under a beautiful, crisp, starry sky. The two elves stood there transfixed, hardly remembering the sheer beauty of this sight, and so entranced were they that they didn’t notice the crackling of reshaping bones behind them. So they were both taken by complete surprise when Agradeleous issued a dragon’s roar—not the rock-shaking roar of his lizardman form, but the rock-splitting thunder of a true dragon!

The two swung about, and for a moment, neither doubted that they were about to be consumed, that the agreement Juraviel had forged with the dragon was a meaningless thing after all.

But Agradeleous calmed his roaring and stretched his great wings out to the sides.

“It is good to feel the breeze upon my wings again!”


Chapter 23
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What Agradeleous Wants …

NEARLY EVERY DAY, BRYNN DESCENDED THE LONG STAIRCASE OF THE WALK OF Clouds, down to the base of the rocky valley nestled within the Mountains of Fire, and then out the valley trails to the fields where Runtly ran with the other horses. Sensitive to her desires to spend time with her pony, the Jhesta Tu mystics gave her duties that would have taken her to the floor anyway.

As summer gave way to autumn, her job was to collect the black lava stones from the broken landscape and bring them up in buckets so that they could be ground into powder and used to fertilize the many gardens about the monastery. Brynn worked without complaint, taking the burdened climb back up the five thousand stairs in the same stoic manner she had utilized to get her through her years of training with the Touel’alfar. In Andur’Blough Inninness, like all of the other ranger trainees, Brynn had spent many days collecting spongelike milk-stones from the bog, carrying them back to a distant trough, then squeezing the bog juice out of them. In those mornings, Brynn had learned the power of meditation, of falling within herself to block out unpleasant external events, and so she used that now, slowly walking up the stairs each afternoon, deliberately and carefully placing one foot in front of the other so that she did not twist her leg, with a pole across her shoulders, a full bucket of stones dangling from each end.

It was a good life for the young woman, a necessary respite from the trials of the wider world, a time to reflect and to grow strong again, mentally, emotionally, and physically.

She spent most of her nights with Pagonel and other Jhesta Tu. Unlike her days in Andur’Blough Inninness, her times at the Walk of Clouds were full of openly asked questions and brisk discussions about philosophy and the ways of the various religions. Here Pagonel often led the way, inevitably veering the discussion toward the Behrenese Chezru religion and the concept and ways of Yatol.

Brynn soon enough recognized that he was doing this for her benefit, that in these times, while learning about herself, the young woman was also learning valuable lessons about her enemy. Even more than that, she came to believe that Pagonel was subtly forcing her to view her enemy not as the singular-minded, and thus, singularly hated, Wraps, but as a collection of people following precepts that were not so variant from her own, or from anyone else’s.

“You try to distract me from my destiny,” she said to the man one night after a particularly heated discussion about how the To-gai-ru, the Abellicans, and the Jhesta Tu were not so different in the artistic renderings of their respective pantheons.

Pagonel looked at her curiously, then merely smiled.

“You do,” she accused. “You keep speaking of the Behrenese in very human terms, hoping that I will forget my hatred toward them and, it follows, hoping that I will abandon my course against them.”

“Or perhaps I understand that if you do not come to understand the Behrenese, even the Chezru, even the Chezru Chieftain and his Yatols, as people of varying intelligence and desires, then your road will surely end as Ashwarawu’s ended, in the bloody dirt.”

Now it was Brynn’s turn to stand and stare. “Do you believe that I should abandon my road altogether?” she asked after a long pause.

“I believe that you should continue to grow personally,” the Jhesta Tu master replied. “And when your heart tells you that it is time for you to go and decide your place in the world, among your own people or among the Behrenese, then you should go. Revelations ultimately come from within, not from without.”

“Like your own journey to Ashwarawu’s camp,” Brynn remarked. “Now that I have seen the Walk of Clouds, now that I have come to know what it is to be Jhesta Tu, your choice puzzles me even more. Why did you go out to the steppes?”

“Perhaps it was simply fate, or a silent command within from a god that I do not understand,” the mystic answered. “Or perhaps it was nothing but luck—and only time will tell us if that luck was good or bad.” He ended with a chuckle and turned to leave, but Brynn grabbed him by the arm and forcefully turned him back around to face her.

“Do you believe that it was bad luck that you found me?”

Both became acutely aware of how close they were to each other. The tension between them had somewhat cooled since that uncomfortable day on the field below, but now it was there again, palpably.

“No,” Pagonel answered. “I could never believe that.”

Brynn kissed him before he ever finished the sentence, and then they held each other there in the hallway for a long, long time.

“Another unremarkable village,” Cazzira remarked, standing on a ridge and looking down at a small collection of houses, ringed by stables.

“Then let me raze it and eat all the villagers, and its name will be long remembered,” Agradeleous offered, and both elves scowled at him, to which the dragon only sighed.

They had spent several weeks moving about the open and empty steppes, with the dragon remaining in his bipedal form—except on occasional nights, when Agradeleous resumed his true and magnificent form and went out hunting, returning with stolen livestock or a wild horse or other things that both Juraviel and Cazzira thought it best not to ask him about.

The trio had encountered two villages previous to this one, and had spent time haunting the areas about them, eavesdropping on the conversations of any who happened by. One such discussion, between a pair of elderly women cleaning their laundry on stones at the side of a small stream, had told of a revolt in a town not so far away, of how a Yatol and a Chezhou-Lei warrior had been slain, though now the town had been reclaimed by the Wraps, and was held more tightly than even before.

And this before them was that village, which Juraviel thought might prove not so unremarkable. Few warriors could slay a Chezhou-Lei warrior, he had come to believe.

But he knew one that could.

“You will remain here this night,” he instructed Agradeleous.

“Unless I hear an oxen lowing on the grasses,” the dragon replied.

“You feasted last night.”

The dragon curled its mouth in a grinning reply.

“I ask you to remain here,” Juraviel said firmly. “If you cause any tumult on the grasses nearby, you will rouse the villagers.”

Agradeleous’ smile faded. “I will stay,” he agreed. “Do you mean to go and listen in?”

“It would be wonderful if we could start finding some direction to our path,” the elf replied, and at his side, Cazzira certainly did not disagree.

Later on, when the sun went down and the bright stars twinkled above, many people gathered in the village common room, talking animatedly. Just outside, huddled in the shadows beside a slightly opened window, Juraviel and Cazzira sat and listened, as silent as those shadows hiding them.

They heard many discussions about many things, most unrelated to any information they could use. They did hear some Behrenese soldiers boasting about a great battle, though.

“You will all learn your place, you Ru!” one cried out, the man obviously a bit drunk.

“Aye, cleaning the dung from your boots!” one of the To-gai-ru man villagers replied, and all about him laughed.

“Better for you that our boots are covered in dung than in blood, as they were at Dharyan!” the Behrenese soldier shot back, and in the blink of an eye, the room went dead silent.

Both Juraviel and Cazzira peeked up and over the window rim, trying to get a better measure of it all. Another soldier jumped from his seat and grabbed the speaker, holding him steady and bidding him to be quiet.

“They know of Dharyan!” the drunken speaker protested. “Do you not?” he asked the room, leaning forward and smiling wickedly. “When all of your heroes were trampled into the mud by the power of Yatol Grysh? When brave Ashwarawu’s head parted from his shoulders?”

Several To-gai-ru men stood up at that, their chairs skidding out behind them, while others held them back.

“A fairly recent battle,” Juraviel observed to Cazzira, for it was obvious that the emotions here were too high for Dharyan to be a memory from the war when Behren had conquered To-gai.

“We remember it,” one To-gai-ru from the far corner did respond. “Aye, and well. Almost as well as we remember Yatol Daek Gin Gin Yan and Dee’dahk, and the fine To-gai-ru lass who cut them down!”

Juraviel could hardly draw his breath, and felt as if he would simply fall over.

“Speak no more of it!” the soldier holding the drunk ordered the To-gai-ru, and when his drunken friend started to respond, he smacked the man hard across the back of his head.

All the Behrenese soldiers were standing then, and several drew out their weapons.

But it was all bluster and boast, and no real challenge came against them, and soon enough the room settled back into its easy flow of many disjointed conversations.

Over the course of the next couple of hours, Juraviel did note, though, that many of the To-gai-ru veered on the path to the common room’s door to a table where a pair of elderly couples sat quietly, and often patted one old man on the shoulders, sometimes looking back as they did to the boastful and drunken Behrenese soldier.

When that old man and his wife left the common room later on, a pair of quiet little figures followed them through the town and to their small and humble cottage, and when they sat down within, at their own table, they did not know that they were not alone.

“I am warmed whenever they speak of her,” the old man said, and his companion walked behind him and put her arms about his neck, bending low.

“You think they refer to Brynn?” Cazzira whispered to Juraviel.

The elf nodded, and held his breath as he put his ear back up to the crack in the cottage wall.

“Come, old man, let us find our sleep,” he heard the old woman say, and he was sorely disappointed.

“A good one, it will be,” the old man agreed, and the elves heard the creak of wood as he stood, and the shuffling of feet as the old couple made their way across the room to their bedding.

“Now what?” Cazzira asked. “Back to Agradeleous or back to the common room?”

Juraviel took a third route, around the house so that he was against the wall closest to the couple’s bed. As soon as he got there, purely on instinct, he tapped on the wall.

When no response came back, he tapped again, harder.

“Eh?” he heard the old man say, followed by movement within.

“Tell me of her,” Juraviel said to them, though Cazzira was grabbing his arm so tightly that the blood couldn’t get to his fingers. “Tell me of the fall of Yatol Daek Gin Gin Yan.”

“Who are you?” came a harsh whisper.

“I am a friend.”

There came some muffled conversation within, and the elves heard the old woman remark, “A friend of the Behrenese!”

“A friend, I believe, of she who slew the Yatol,” Juraviel said, and Cazzira tugged him hard, pulling him away from the wall.

“You cannot do this!” she protested.

“It is the only way!”

They both stopped as they heard the door around the other side of the cottage swing open. Around the corner, armed with a small hammer, came the old man. “Who are you?” he demanded, though neither elf was anywhere in sight. He looked all about, shaking his hammer.

“I traveled with Brynn Dharielle,” Juraviel said, using a Touel’alfar trick to throw his voice, so that the old man spun the wrong way in response.

“Then show yourself!”

“That I cannot do,” Juraviel replied, throwing his voice to a different place, and the old man spun again. When he had settled, Juraviel started again, his voice coming from a completely different shadow. “She thought me lost in the Path of Starless Night, tunnels beneath the great mountains to the north. But I have found my way to here and, I hope, soon to her side again.”

The man’s shoulders seemed to slump a bit at that last statement, and a lump wrought of fear welled in Juraviel’s throat.

“Bah, but I’ll not talk to ghosts!” the old man said firmly. “Nor to Behrenese spies—and how do I know you’re not that?”

Juraviel started out and Cazzira grabbed him tightly. “No,” she whispered.

“He knows,” Juraviel said back at her, and he pulled away.

The old man was heading back around the house by that time, so Juraviel jumped out behind him. “Have you ever seen a Behrenese soldier who looks like this?” he asked, and the man spun about.

And then he stood there, trembling, his hammer falling to the ground at his feet.

“I am no enemy of To-gai,” Juraviel declared. “And I am a friend of Brynn Dharielle. Tell me, I beg of you.”

“Tu d’elfin faerie,” the man stuttered, using the To-gai-ru label for the elven people, a race that was prominent in their fireside tales.

“Belli’mar Juraviel at your service,” the elf said with a sweeping bow. “You know of Brynn, so tell me, I beg of you.”

“I sent her to her death,” the old man remarked, trembling, his hands coming up to hide his face.

“No, Balachuk!” the old woman said, rushing around the house and grabbing at his arms. “We do not know that!”

“She did battle here, against a Yatol priest and one named Dee’dahk?” Juraviel prompted.

“A Chezhou-Lei warrior,” the old woman said, nodding. “She killed them both, and others besides, and she freed the horses, though the Wraps have returned to put them back.”

The couple exchanged worried looks.

“You’d best come inside,” the old woman said. “We saw Brynn once again after she fled, and we know where she went, but it is not a pretty tale.”

Juraviel entered the humble cottage behind the couple and took an offered seat at their table, with Balachuk sitting across from him and the woman—Balachuk introduced her as Tsolona—moving to the fire to heat some water for tea.

After a few uncomfortable moments, where Juraviel had to reassure the couple repeatedly that he was no spy, and that, yes, he was of the tu d’elfin faerie spoken of in their legends, he managed to coax the story out of them. Balachuk told it, primarily, recounting Brynn’s time in the village, and how she had taken down the Yatol priest and the warrior. He spoke of his last meeting with her, when she had left to join Ashwarawu’s rebel band.

Balachuk’s voice grew solemn as he told Juraviel of the disastrous battle of Dharyan.

“She is dead, then?” the elf asked, barely able to get the words past the lump in his slender throat.

“So I would guess,” Balachuk replied, seeming equally troubled.

“We heard rumors that a Jhesta Tu was there, and took her riding off from the battle,” Tsolona quickly interjected. “Heard that she, or he, killed another of the Chezhou-Lei.”

“Rumors,” Balachuk huffed.

“Not all of them died at the gates of Dharyan!” Tsolona insisted.

“Then why did she not return to us?” the old man countered.

“So you just do not know?” Juraviel asked.

“A few To-gai-ru returned from the battlefield and are scattered about the steppes,” Balachuk explained. “It is not something they are free to talk about.”

“Not in pride or practicality,” said Tsolona, echoing a common To-gai-ru saying.

Belli’mar Juraviel paused for a bit to digest it all. “Jhesta Tu?” he asked at length, unfamiliar with the name.

“Group of mystics who live somewhere far to the south,” Balachuk explained. “One was said to be riding with Ashwarawu.”

“Do you have any idea of where I might turn to find Brynn’s trail, if it did lead from Dharyan?” the elf asked, and the old couple looked to each other, but Juraviel knew even before the two blank stares came back at him that they had no idea of how to respond.

Juraviel found Cazzira outside of the house, waiting for him in the shadows.

“A legend comes to life,” she said with a grin.

“Let us hope that another one remains alive,” Juraviel replied grimly, and they left the village to find Agradeleous, that they might head out to the south and east.

“This is what Yatol has shown to me,” Chezru Douan said calmly, bringing his arms in dramatically and crossing them over his chest as he slowly closed his eyes.

Around him, all of the priests in attendance murmured their accord and their prayers, and even one of the other two Chezhou-Lei warriors nodded, his face a mask of acceptance. Kaliit Timig wanted to scream out! He hadn’t come for permission to go to the Mountains of Fire, but rather, just to inform the Chezru Chieftain that the Chezhou-Lei warriors had assembled and were ready to begin their march. Months had passed since he had first informed Yakim Douan of the need for the Chezhou-Lei to exact revenge over the hated Jhesta Tu, and not once before this day had Yakim Douan indicated that there would be anything but agreement coming from him.

And now the Chezru Chieftain had walked into the morning audience with the surprising announcement that he would allow Kaliit Timig to take only half of the warriors to the south, and that a force of Jacintha soldiers, not Chezhou-Lei, would accompany them. The Kaliit’s frustration was only more profound, since Douan had proclaimed this as a vision of Yatol. The Chezhou-Lei, like all of the Chezru, considered Douan the God-Voice, who communicated directly with Yatol; and thus, it was not their place to question him.

Not publicly, at least.

Kaliit Timig bowed his head. “In what capacity are the soldiers of Jacintha to be used?” he asked.

“In whatever capacity the leader of the Chezhou-Lei contingent desires,” Douan answered, his eyes still closed as if he was then in direct contact with Yatol.

Kaliit Timig tilted his head to the side a bit at the surprising words. “The leader” of the Chezhou-Lei? What might Yakim Douan mean by that, since Kaliit Timig was obviously the leader, and had obviously, despite his advanced age, planned to travel to the Mountains of Fire? Had the Chezru Chieftain just subtly stated that Timig would not be going?

“I do not question your words, God-Voice,” Timig began, his old voice holding steady, “but—”

“It is good that you do not question Yatol,” Douan interrupted, ending that line of probing before it could ever begin. “I am shown that the honor of your order is in need, and thus, whatever my personal fears, Yatol demands that I allow the Chezhou-Lei this journey. But I am shown, as well, that the integrity of Behren rests in no small part upon the valued swords of the Chezhou-Lei, and the kingdom cannot be unguarded for the months of this journey. Appoint your leader—Yatol Grysh’s man, Wan Atenn, is battle-seasoned and has earned high regard—and select those warriors who will go to avenge the death of Chezhou-Lei Dahmed Blie. Let them begin their march, and then you and I will determine the best way to redistribute those warriors left to my disposal.

“You do not approve?” Yakim Douan asked a moment later, and Kaliit Timig realized that his expression was betraying his heart. “Do you fear the Jhesta Tu that much? They number fewer than two hundred, closer to a hundred, by every account, and many of those mystics are mere novices, young disciples who have never seen battle. Indeed, it is likely that this mystic who felled Chezhou-Lei Dahmed Blie is the only one of their order who has lifted a weapon, or his fist, against a real enemy. You will send a like number of seasoned, veteran warriors to battle mere children, and I will reinforce your warriors with four times that number. Rest assured, Kaliit Timig, that when the slaughter is completed, the Chezhou-Lei will be given all of the glory for the defeat of the Jhesta Tu.”

Kaliit Timig understood that he had been flanked on every front, and since Douan was speaking with the weight of Yatol behind him, the logic walls he had used to surround the Kaliit could not be scaled. The old man snapped a respectful bow, then stood at rigid attention. “Wan Atenn is a fine choice, God-Voice.”

“That is the advice of Yakim Douan, not Yatol,” the Chezru Chieftain said with a chuckle, and all about him smiled, even snickered, at the sudden break of any tension.

“And it is advice I will take into consideration,” Kaliit Timig assured him, and with another bow, the old Chezhou-Lei warrior left the audience chamber and the temple altogether. He had nearly three hundred of the world’s finest warriors preparing themselves for the long journey to the Mountains of Fire, choosing their mounts and fitting armor to horse and man. Now he had to go to them and explain that only half would take that ride.

He didn’t expect many cheers at that proclamation.

But Yakim Douan was God-Voice and could not be questioned.

And so on a bright morning in the second month of the year, half of the Chezhou-Lei warriors in all the world, a formidable army unto themselves, paraded out of Jacintha to the music of a hundred horns, their armored horses striding easily and proudly down the main boulevard of the city and out the southern gate. Behind them came a marching twenty-square, spear tips gleaming in the morning light.

Chezru Douan and Kaliit Timig watched the procession side by side, on a balcony of the great temple. “Yatol is ever wise,” Douan remarked.

“Of course, God-Voice,” the Kaliit promptly replied.

“My man in Honce-the-Bear, Daween Kusaad, is not pleased with the new Queen Jilseponie,” Douan added, and that caught Timig by surprise, for never had the God-Voice been known to share such political information with his Chezhou-Lei elite guard.

“She is Abellican, you know,” Douan went on when Timig looked at him questioningly. “A ranking member of the infidel Church, akin to an abbot in power.”

The Kaliit nodded, though he had not heard any such thing, nor did he much understand why it mattered.

“She was instrumental in the defeat of Abbot Olin of Entel in his bid to lead the Abellican Church, an ascension that would have surely strengthened the ties of Behren and our neighbors to the north. I fear that her work toward his defeat may be an indication that King Danube, her husband, will take action against Abbot Olin in Entel, and will weaken the ties between our lands.”

Kaliit Timig had no idea of how he was supposed to respond, or even if he was supposed to respond, for Chezru Douan had never spoken to him about such matters, and he wasn’t quite sure what the man might be getting at.

But then Douan looked at him directly, his expression stern. “If King Danube moves against Abbot Olin of Entel, then we will support the man—perhaps we will even fight beside him to hold control of his city.”

Kaliit Timig’s old and drooping eyes widened at that! “You think to sail around the mountain spur and enter Honce-the-Bear?”

“If Yatol so decrees,” the calm Chezru Chieftain said, and he looked back to the procession passing along the road below.

Yakim Douan did well to hide his smile at that time. He had no intention, of course, of supporting Olin with anything more than money against King Danube, if Danube was even thinking of moving against Olin overtly, which Douan thought absurd. But on the surface, at least, it all seemed plausible, and by embellishing the events of Honce-the-Bear to the Kaliit, he had given the old man more to think about and less to dwell upon.

He glanced down at Timig and recognized that the man was deep in thought. Up to that moment, Douan had known that Timig was angry that only half of his warriors could march on their road to revenge, but now, with a few well-aimed remarks, Douan had him questioning even sending that many. For the Chezhou-Lei, proud as they were and concerned with their honor, garnered that honor, above all else, by protecting Yatol’s Chezru priests and strict order.

Yakim Douan feared no move by Danube, against him or even against Abbot Olin. Queen Jilseponie was no firebrand seeking conquest, from all the information that Daween Kusaad had sent back. In fact, she was rarely even in the Castle in Ursal at that time, for winter was on in full in the northern kingdom, in their God’s Year 842, and kindhearted Jilseponie was out every day among the poor and the sick.

She and her husband were no threat.

But Kaliit Timig didn’t have to know that.

Agradeleous sat on a termite mound, sharpening his claws—and even in this humanoid form, they were formidable!—on a large rock he had found, and looking none-too-happy, as usual.

“Do you think that he will put those weapons to use someday soon?” Cazzira asked Juraviel, the two of them sitting across the way.

Juraviel shrugged, but in truth, it was a fear that had been bubbling inside of him for a long, long time. Ever since they had first come out of the mountains, when Agradeleous had reverted to his natural behemoth form and stretched his great wings in the mountain air, Juraviel had worked tirelessly to keep the dragon calm. For to the beast, all of the creatures about them—the humans included, and perhaps even particularly—were nothing more than potential meals, or outlets for his innate aggression. So far, Agradeleous had behaved himself well, with not a single human kill, as far as either of the elves knew. But of late, as the weeks had dragged to months and as the wind across the steppes had become uncomfortably cold, often with stinging hail or snow, the dragon’s patience had seemed on the wane.

Of late, Agradeleous seemed to be spending more time off to the side of the encampments, and often flexing his formidable, sinewy muscles, or sharpening those killing claws.

Juraviel understood the dragon’s frustration. His own frustration came from the lack of any real information about Brynn. One time of the many when he had eavesdropped on the conversations of unsuspecting humans, he had heard references to this mysterious Jhesta Tu mystic and the supposed rescue of the warrior woman from the battlefield outside of Dharyan, but other than that, he had learned nothing of any value. For Agradeleous, the frustration was even easier to sort out. The dragon had slept in peace for so many years, and when he had decided to accompany the elves to the surface, he had done so with the intention of finding great adventure. Thus far, at least, that had hardly been the case.

Cazzira’s question echoed ominously to Juraviel in the context of that realization. On a whim, Agradeleous could level any of the many villages they had seen. It would take a trained army, powerfully outfitted, to bring down the dragon; among the four ancient races of Corona, only the demon dactyls were more individually powerful, and their might came from a combination of magic and physical strength. Even the demons could not match the sheer physical muscle of a dragon. Juraviel had never seen one before he had encountered Agradeleous, and though he had heard the stories of the ancient wurms told over and over again, that one moment when Agradeleous had come out of the tunnel and stretched his great wings had overwhelmed him. He could hardly imagine the devastation this one might cause if he became enraged.

Or bored.

Juraviel glanced across to the dragon, and it seemed to him to hold too much strength and energy within his current form, as if he would just explode back into his greater shape.

The elf was somewhat relieved a short while later, then, when a campfire appeared in the distance. Cazzira noticed it first and quietly motioned to Juraviel, but before the two could come up with any plan that might engage Agradeleous without bringing him dangerously close to the human camp, the dragon, too, spotted the distant light.

“Let us go and see those who would share the land with us,” Agradeleous said too eagerly, and the dragon took a loping stride away.

“Better if I go alone, or with Cazzira,” Juraviel quickly replied and the dragon stopped and spun about, a slight hiss escaping his mouth.

“At first,” the elf quickly explained. “Let us catch them unawares, that they will be more truthful. If they have anything of interest to reveal, we will come back for you.”

“If they have anything of interest to reveal, they will tell it to me,” Agradeleous answered, and he started away at a fast walk, then a loping trot, and Juraviel and Cazzira had to run flat out to keep up.

Agradeleous stopped outside the light of that fire and was not immediately noticed, for the ten men sitting about the flames were engaged in a boisterous conversation.

“We cannot go back to any town!” one protested. “Don’t you think the Wraps will be looking for us? And what a fine prize our heads would make!”

“We cannot stay out here with no food and no wagons to rob,” a second argued. “I’d rather die fighting Wraps than freeze and starve out here where only the buzzards will find our rotting corpses!”

“Then you should have died with the rest at Dharyan!” the first man shot back.

“Not that again!” several cried at once, and one continued, “Are we to spend all our days thinking back to that cursed place?”

Out in the darkness, Agradeleous snapped a fiery gaze over Juraviel. “You want answers, and so you shall have them!” he said in his rumbling inhuman voice, and it was loud enough to halt the conversation in the encampment, with several men leaping up and a couple even lifting their weapons.

How they fell all over each other when the huge bipedal lizard walked right into their camp, his wings tucked in tight to his back, his small tail trailing.

One or two froze in terror, one or two screamed out and turned to flee, but these were To-gai-ru warriors here, and before Agradeleous could utter any sort of explanation, several came at him hard, weapons slashing.

Agradeleous didn’t retreat an inch, but rather, charged forward suddenly, into the largest concentration of opponents, four men charging shoulder to shoulder. Oblivious to their puny weapons, the dragon slammed in, scattering them, slamming them to the ground. One sword hooked under the dragon’s scaled breast, but Agradeleous just snapped his hand in and grabbed it across the blade, tearing it from the man’s grasp, then altered the angle of his rush and lowered his shoulder, smashing that man down below him.

And then he kicked the prone man, launching him through the air for a dozen feet.

The dragon spun and squeezed the sword, then threw it to the ground, swinging his hand across to slap aside a spear thrusting for his torso.

From his left, a heavy axe swooped in at his neck.

Agradeleous roared and accepted the hit, which did no damage against his superb armor, and then his powerful legs twitched, launching him right into the axe-wielder, the impact knocking the man back and down.

But not to the ground, for the dragon’s hand shot out, engulfing the man’s face, and with strength that mocked the warriors, Agradeleous lifted the kicking and thrashing man up into the air.

“Do you wish to speak with me, or should I just kill you all?” the dragon roared, and with his free hand, he caught the swinging arm of another swordsman, and then, with a flick of his wrist, sent the man flying away, head over heels.

“Well?” the dragon demanded, and when he roared, he tensed, and his hand closed a bit on the head of the man he held high, bringing forth a pitiful squeal.

The remaining To-gai-ru held back, circling, weapons drawn, but it was obvious that none wanted to advance.

“No!” came a cry from behind, and the already overwhelmed warriors turned to see two more strange creatures rushing into their firelight. “These are not our enemies!” Belli’mar Juraviel shouted at the dragon. “They are To-gai-ru, kin of Brynn Dharielle!”

“Brynn?” more than one man cried, obviously recognizing the name.

“Were you at Dharyan?” the dragon bellowed, and he gave his prisoner another involuntary shake.

“What do you know—” one of the To-gai-ru started to say, but Agradeleous cut him short.

“Were you at Dharyan?” the dragon boomed, so loudly that the roar echoed off into the darkness, so powerfully that his voice hit the speaking To-gai-ru like a mighty wind, forcing him back a step.

“We were there,” he replied. “All of us.”

“Shut your mouth!” another of the To-gai-ru warriors cried at him. “You’ll condemn us to the Wraps!”

“If we were Behrenese, you would already be dead,” Juraviel remarked. “But we are not, and if you rode with Brynn Dharielle, then you are no enemies of ours.” As he finished, he looked sternly at Agradeleous.

The dragon put the man down and let go of him, and the poor soul stood there for a moment, staring back at the lizard creature. Then he simply fell over.

“Tell us everything,” Agradeleous demanded. “A good tale will make me forget that I am hungry for man-flesh!”

The To-gai-ru to whom the dragon spoke blanched so profoundly that his sudden lack of color was clear to Juraviel and Cazzira even in the dim firelight. Juraviel was quick to his side.

“We are not your enemies,” the elf said reassuringly. “And perhaps we are your allies. Pray tell us of that awful day, and of Brynn Dharielle, the warrior, my friend.”

It took a long while to settle the camp enough for the man and a few of his bolder companions to relate the story of the disaster at Dharyan, and many of the details were sketchy at best, and often contradictory.

But on one point, there was some agreement. Brynn Dharielle had not been slain—not on the battlefield, at least, though none had any idea if the wounds she had taken there had subsequently proved fatal. She had been taken away on that marvelous pony of hers, by Pagonel, the Jhesta Tu mystic, to where, they did not know.

They did confirm, however, that there was a place far to the south, in a rocky, mountainous land, that the Jhesta Tu called home, a retreat called the Walk of Clouds.

“A tale to calm the hunger of a ravenous beast,” Juraviel decided, definitively, before Agradeleous could pass any judgment. “Let us beg your forgiveness for our intrusion and the unfortunate confrontation.”

“They started it!” Agradeleous protested, and all the men cowered a bit at the power of the voice.

“I pray that your wounds will heal and that we will all soon view this meeting as fortunate—for us, for Brynn Dharielle, and for all of To-gai,” the elf went on, ignoring the interruption, and he rose to leave and motioned for his friends to follow.

“Enough of hiding in shadows and hoping the humans will say what we need to hear,” Agradeleous said when they had moved back into the darkness away from the camp, his tone showing that he was quite proud of himself. He ended with a wicked chuckle, one that reminded his two companions of the potential catastrophe that was Agradeleous.

Belli’mar Juraviel boldly walked before the dragon, cutting him off. “Never again!” he warned, wagging a finger at the beast.

Agradeleous regarded him with a somewhat bemused expression.

“These are not our enemies—they are the hope of Brynn’s destiny, and woe to us all if your violence turns To-gai from us, and from Brynn!”

“They are just humans,” Agradeleous said with a mocking laugh. “To-gai-ru, Behrenese—ha! You speak as if there is a difference.”

“In this case, there is.”

“Only to you, little elf,” said the dragon. “To me, they are an amusement and nothing more—unless we are speaking of a meal to warm my belly!”

Juraviel glanced over to see Cazzira giving him a concerned look, and one that showed she certainly understood the dragon’s reasoning.

“I have your word on this, Agradeleous,” Juraviel reminded. “And I hold you to it.”

“Be silent, elf, else I dismiss our compact altogether,” the dragon retorted. “They came at me with weapons drawn. Besides yourselves, they are the first creatures to do that and live to reconsider their course. You should be praising me for my restraint.”

It took Juraviel a few moments fully to digest the weight of the dragon’s remarks, the threat of breaking the compact, the only real assurance that he had that Agradeleous wouldn’t rain terror upon the world, terror as profound as that wrought by Bestesbulzibar. And that last statement, he recognized, was really a demand.

“You did well in not killing any,” Juraviel conceded.

“I did well in getting the information, something that you have tried and failed to do for weeks and weeks,” Agradeleous added.

Juraviel had to admit that they had indeed made progress, discerning a more definitive possibility and path. But he knew, too, the unique nature of this encounter, with a group of rebels out on the empty steppes. They could ill afford any more outbursts from Agradeleous, and they had much more information to gather.

But he had to give Agradeleous this moment, because the dragon wasn’t asking, he was demanding.

And Belli’mar Juraviel was keenly aware of the fact that he had no power to refuse any of Agradeleous’ demands.


Chapter 24
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Ancient Enemies

THEY CROSSED THE HOT DESERT SANDS, SPEAR TIPS AND ARMOR GLITTERING IN the unrelenting sun. The mounted Chezhou-Lei led the way, with the Jacintha soldiers marching behind. An army of servants, including many To-gai-ru slaves, came behind them, bearing the armor for the elite warriors’ horses, and with wagons and wagons of supplies to get the marching force from city to distant city across the empty sands. At the very head of the column rode Wan Atenn, proud and fierce and dwarfing the man, who was no warrior, riding beside him.

Merwan Ma did not really become comfortable with riding throughout all the days of that journey. He had never even been on a horse until Chezru Douan had unexpectedly ordered him to go along and bear witness to the glorious march, a command that had surely stunned him and all of the others at the great temple of Jacintha. Rarely was the Chezru Chieftain’s personal attendant allowed outside the temple. He wasn’t to go all the way to the Mountains of Fire, though, for the Chezru Chieftain would not take such a gamble with so important a man. Rather, he was to stop at Yatol Peridan’s principal city of Gortha, where Peridan’s private ship would sail him back to Jacintha.

Merwan Ma tried to make the best of the tedium, attempting to engage Wan Atenn in conversation throughout the days. At first, he had been met with a polite but cold detachment, but when he had finally turned his chatter from exaltations of the glory of the Chezru Chieftain to honest and curious questions about the Chezhou-Lei and their ancient feud with the Jhesta Tu, the proud warrior actually began to respond.

“Once, before the advent of the truth, we were of the same order,” Wan Atenn explained one brutally hot day, the caravan barely inching along. “Those who began the order of Chezhou-Lei were masters of the Jhesta Tu.”

“But who were the Jhesta Tu in those ancient days?” Merwan Ma asked, for he had little knowledge of this chapter of Behrenese history.

“Priests. Defenders of the secluded villages from the bandits who roamed the lawless land.” Wan Atenn looked over at Merwan Ma and nodded. “Yatol gave order to the land, as the ancestors of the Chezhou-Lei understood, but most of the others of the ancient order of Jhesta Tu would not accept the truth of Yatol.”

“And so began the feud,” Merwan Ma reasoned.

“And so came the dominance of the Chezru and the Chezhou-Lei, with the Jhesta Tu in retreat to a land even less hospitable than the sands of the desert,” Wan Atenn replied, his voice the same even and confident tone that the Chezhou-Lei always seemed to possess. “The truth has won out. Every now and then, we of the Chezhou-Lei must remind our foolish brethren of that.”

Merwan Ma settled back in the saddle and let it all sink in. He knew that he was out of his element there, so far out, and dwarfed by the prowess of the warriors all about him, and by those they would soon engage in battle. He was excited, surely, but he was also terrified, and a big part of him wanted nothing more than to be back in the safety of Jacintha’s temple, beside his master.

When the procession crossed through each of the cities, the citizens inundated them with new supplies, the farriers rushed to reshoe their horses, to polish armor and repair weapons. And when they left, all the air buzzed with the excited whispers of the populace, watching their greatest going to war.

The route from Jacintha to the Mountains of Fire was not straight. The army followed the coast all the way to the southern edge of the kingdom, Peridan’s city of Gortha, where Merwan Ma bade the warriors farewell.

Wan Atenn then turned west, marching a zigzag from city to oasis to city, and thus, by the time the rocky black-and-gray mountains were at last in sight, spring had turned to summer.

The ground beneath their feet changed from sand to rocky ground over the next days, and the shadows stretched over them from the mountains in the west earlier each afternoon. The horses were clad in their plated armor, slowing the pace, and the Chezhou-Lei would only allow a march of a few miles each day. They had to stay fresh and ready for battle, so close to the home of the dreaded Jhesta Tu.

Outside a small village under the shadow of the northern edge of the Mountains of Fire, Belli’mar Juraviel and his two companions first overheard word of the march of the Chezhou-Lei and the Behrenese army. The rumors surrounding that march, that a Chezhou-Lei had been slain outside of Dharyan by a Jhesta Tu warrior, brought even more hope to the elf that he might yet find his dear ranger friend still alive, and only made him more anxious than ever to find the way to this elusive place called the Walk of Clouds.

He noticed, though—as he had since he and his companions had left the rebel band on the steppes far to the north—that one of his companions didn’t seem to share his enthusiasm for the journey.

Indeed, Agradeleous had come along more hesitantly each day, a pace that had slowed even more once the small cluster of towering and rocky mountains came into view.

“We must find them before this battle is joined,” Juraviel remarked that night as the three settled into a camp in a rocky alcove in the foothills of the mountains. “Perhaps in the dark of night, you can assume your natural form, Agradeleous, that we might fly about the mountainsides for sign of the hidden monastery?”

“No,” the dragon answered, simply and firmly, and both Juraviel and Cazzira turned curious looks his way.

“Are you too far from home?” Juraviel did ask.

Agradeleous didn’t answer, other than to give him a skeptical smirk.

“Then what troubles you?” the elf pressed.

Agradeleous narrowed his reptilian eyes threateningly, and Juraviel knew that he should back off this particular subject.

And then it hit him. The dragon feared, or at least held a healthy respect for, the Jhesta Tu mystics. The revelation surprised the elf, but only at first. Certainly, dragons had been slain in the past, usually by mighty gemstone-wielding Abellicans, and several of the battles against marauding dragons waged by the barbarian Alpinadorans in the frozen north were nothing less than legendary.

Agradeleous did not want to openly expose his true form before the walls of the Jhesta Tu monastery; the dragon apparently held the Jhesta Tu in equal esteem to the mightiest Abellicans. That, too, gave Juraviel some hope that Brynn had somehow managed to escape the tragedy of Dharyan alive.

Brynn brushed Runtly in a small and fairly secluded field around the rocks and through a long and boulder-strewn valley from the monastery stairs. The two had just shared a fast and furious ride from the larger fields where the rest of the wild horses roamed, to the small field near a stream so that she could cool down and brush the pony.

Those were the hours of peace for Brynn, the times of absent reflection, of memories of hopes and of her own feelings concerning this very special interlude in her extraordinary life.

She lost herself there, in the small lea, and so, oblivious to her surroundings, she didn’t take note of the movement along the rocky borders of the field and was completely surprised when a voice rang out behind her.

“Stand where you are, or die where you are!” came a rough call, in a dialect that Brynn knew to be Behrenese before she ever turned to regard the speaker.

And when she did turn, she paled indeed, for there stood not just one, but a line of warriors—of Chezhou-Lei warriors!

“You wear no sash,” the man remarked.

Brynn didn’t even hear him, so caught was she by his presence here. For Brynn recognized him from the battle of Dharyan, from his leap down from the walls when he had killed Ashwarawu.

“Why do you wear no sash, if you are of the Jhesta Tu?” he asked.

Brynn understood that he did not similarly recognize her, and when she thought about it, she realized that it made sense. She was not outfitted for battle; she hadn’t worn her beret or even her sword down from the monastery, and in the fight at Dharyan, while she had seen this one so very clearly, he had likely not even noticed her, just another body in the mass of turmoil.

“I am not of the Jhesta Tu,” she answered honestly, keenly aware now that other warriors were moving out of the shadows all about her.

“We watched you come down the steps,” the man answered.

“I … I am visiting there, but am not of their order,” Brynn stammered, having no idea of where she should try to guide this unexpected conversation.

“Take her!” the man growled suddenly. “A prisoner to lure the birds from their aerie!”

A rush came at her from behind, and Brynn responded reflexively, without even thinking, dropping low and skittering underneath the pony.

She came up and around to Runtly’s back hard, angling her leading arm to deflect a punch heading for her face, then stepping in closer and snapping her head forward, smashing her forehead against the attacking warrior’s nose. As he fell back, Brynn drew his sword from under the sash he wore, rushing past him and shoving him all the way down as she did.

She wasn’t used to the curving blade, though, and as she tried to parry the slash of another warrior, she barely connected, and at the wrong angle, and his sword slid up and opened a gash between her thumb and her index finger.

Grimacing through the pain, Brynn turned her blade all the way over, forcing the Chezhou-Lei’s sword down to the side. Then, instead of retreating, she reached out her left hand and slapped Runtly on the rump, and the pony responded with a kick. It didn’t connect fully, just enough to clip the man and send him stumbling away.

Brynn had him dead, easily so, but several others were closing fast. She started for the vulnerable warrior, and the other Chezhou-Lei moved to intercept.

Brynn threw her sword at them, pivoted about, placing her hands on Runtly’s rump and, leaping up, fell into place on the pony’s back.

He leaped away immediately, cutting to the side at Brynn’s command. She ran a short circle, looking for an opening in the shuffling and shifting line of warriors, and then she darted straight out at the initial speaker.

An arrow just missed her head; another one hit hard in Runtly’s flank.

The pony stumbled and almost went down, but Brynn tightened her legs on his flanks and urged him on. He caught his balance in a dead gallop, veering to the side, Brynn bending low over his neck, urging him on.

The Chezhou-Lei warriors blocking the way held their ground until the very last second, then two of the three dove aside. The third moved out a single step, lifting his sword, thinking to unhorse the rider as she passed, but Brynn and Runtly were too in harmony for that. Even as the situation unfolded before her, even as the woman thought that she should veer the pony, Runtly was already doing just that.

The Chezhou-Lei warrior didn’t even try to abandon the attack, trading the impact from the charging pony for a slash at Brynn. To his credit, he did score a hit as he went flying aside, but there was no momentum behind it, and while the fine sword did open the woman’s leather tunic and put a decent gash across her side, as well, she held her seat and galloped away.

Arrows flew after her, another scoring hard on poor Runtly’s flank, and then a third.

Tears welled in Brynn’s eyes whenever her beloved pony stumbled, but the gallant pony would not stop his run, would not allow the enemy warriors to catch her.

They went down the rocky ravine, coming out onto the stone-filled clearing at the base of the mountainside staircase. As if understanding the course, Runtly brought Brynn to the base of the stairs and pulled up short.

She leaped from the pony’s back, turning to attend to him, but he jumped away before she could begin to tend the arrow wounds, running out the other end of the clearing.

Brynn took a step, as if to follow, but she heard the pursuit, coming hard. Only then did the woman appreciate her own stinging wounds. “Run,” she whispered at her fleeing pony, and she turned and scrambled up the stairway. She paused and glanced back at Runtly several times, watching him move away, limping, and she thought of going to him.

But then she heard the shouts as the warriors came on in pursuit. Brynn recognized her responsibility here, to the Jhesta Tu, if not to herself, and so she turned and charged up the stairs, driving on, step after step. Weariness overcame her soon after, along with a deep burn in her side. She reached over and brought her hand back covered in bright blood.

She growled away the pain and shook the weariness from her head and drove on, step after step, pressing onward and upward.

She lost all sense of time, and though she heard no pursuit on the stairs behind her, she wouldn’t stop, not even to rest. For she felt that if she sat down to rest, she would not find the strength to get back up and go on again. Growling with every step, the young ranger determinedly and doggedly continued, even going down to all fours and crawling up the steep stairs.

Finally, when she thought that she would have to just lie down and let a cool darkness overcome her, Brynn came over the lip of the ascent, to the landing to the side of the arching stone bridge.

She called out, or tried to, then went down to the stone.

She heard the voices all about her in moments, then felt herself lifted into strong and caring arms.

When the world stopped spinning, Brynn found herself lying on a cot in the main house of the monastery. She opened her eyes to see Pagonel and several other Jhesta Tu looking down at her.

“Chezhou-Lei warriors,” she said, gasping. “Many of them. In the valley below.”

Pagonel’s features crinkled up at that, and he slowly turned to regard the old Jhesta Tu master at his side.

“I have brought the blood of war upon us,” he said.

“The Chezhou-Lei should not have come,” Master Cheyes replied.

“They march to avenge their dead,” Pagonel explained, and Cheyes nodded.

“They will not gain the Walk of Clouds,” the old master assured Pagonel. “Not if all of Behren marches behind them. No army can overcome our position.”

Pagonel didn’t disagree, but his expression remained quite troubled nonetheless. He looked back at Brynn. “Rest easy,” he said. “We are in no danger up here.”

The two masters motioned to the other Jhesta Tu mystics in the room, then walked out side by side.

“They will issue a challenge,” Master Cheyes reasoned. “They count upon your pride to force you down there, that they might avenge their fallen.”

Pagonel looked at the old man hard, recognizing the critique hidden within his reasoning. Pagonel had gone out, ill-advised, it would seem, and now that same recklessness could lead him down those stairs and into the jaws of the Chezhou-Lei.

“They will appeal to your—to our—honor,” Master Cheyes explained. “But there is no honor in useless battle. There is no honor in dying for no cause other than honor.”

“I will not succumb to the temptations of pride,” Pagonel assured him. “Let the Chezhou-Lei sit out the season, or all of the year, in the dust below.”

Master Cheyes nodded, seemingly satisfied, then walked away.

Leaving Pagonel to ponder again the wisdom of his decision to leave the Walk of Clouds and ride along with Ashwarawu. Indeed there was a part of him which felt as if he had betrayed his order by joining in the distant battle. But when he thought of the wonderful young woman lying in the other room, the mystic found his feelings far more ambiguous. If he had not joined with Ashwarawu, then Brynn would undoubtedly have died on the field outside of Dharyan, and then, Pagonel knew, the world would be a darker place.

He looked up to see Master Cheyes walking easily along a row of red and pink flowers, pausing to pick one, then to move around the corner to offer it, with a smile, to Mistress Dasa. It all seemed so ordinary and so normal for the Walk of Clouds.

Pagonel looked down at the Belt of All Colors that he wore about his waist, a reminder to him that he was without superiors in his order, that his decisions could not be questioned—by anyone but him.

And when he looked back to the door of the room where lay Brynn Dharielle, Pagonel knew that he had chosen correctly.

Two days later, a lone figure stalked up the five-thousand-step approach to the Walk of Clouds. He wore the helm of a Chezhou-Lei warrior, though he had left his other gear far behind, carrying only a waterskin and the white flag of truce.

“I would speak with the Jhesta Tu who fought at Dharyan, if he is here,” the man announced. “And with the master of this den if he is not.”

Master Cheyes and Mistress Dasa stood beside Pagonel on the bridge, looking down at the lone warrior. “I believe he is referring to you,” Cheyes said, offering a hint of a smile.

Pagonel, his expression grim, stepped forward. “You will speak with both,” he told the man. “For I am just that, a master of the Walk of Clouds and he who rode with Ashwarawu against Dharyan.”

“Was that your place, mystic?” the warrior spat with obvious derision.

“Is this a debate you wish to hold openly, here and now?”

That seemed to catch the man off guard a bit, reminding him of his position here as an emissary. “No debate,” he stammered after a moment. “Your actions cannot be excused or explained. You did battle against Chezhou-Lei, unprovoked and without reason. My master, Wan Atenn, demands retribution, and so it will be gotten.”

“Indeed,” said Pagonel. “And so you name the protection of my friend from a murderous Chezhou-Lei as unwarranted?” He paused and let that sink in, though he understood that the reasoning would hold no weight with the vicious Chezhou-Lei. Their journey there had been more based on the excuse of Pagonel’s fight outside Dharyan than in any true retribution for a wrong committed, the mystic understood. Likely, the leaders of the Chezhou-Lei order had been thrilled to find this reason to go into battle against their hated ancient enemies, especially since the situation in To-gai had so calmed.

“Does your master wish to do battle with me, then?” the mystic calmly asked.

“Your attack was Jhesta Tu against Chezhou-Lei,” the man replied, confirming to Pagonel his reasoning concerning all of this. “It is order against order and not man against man. Assemble your warriors and come down to the valley floor, that we might engage in honorable battle, and let this be decided!”

“We are not warriors of the heart, young Chezhou-Lei,” Pagonel replied. “Go and tell your leader that your journey here has been in vain, for we will not leave the Walk of Clouds and it would be beyond folly for you to try to overtake us. And think not of any siege, though it would be amusing to watch your army sitting day after week after month down in the arid valley, for we are quite self-sufficient.”

“You will come down,” the Chezhou-Lei warrior retorted immediately, his sudden confidence raising the mystic’s suspicions. “Your reticence was not unanticipated. We have gathered all the To-gai-ru people of three nearby villages, and will begin their executions in the morning, one each day until you come down.” With that, the man bowed and turned about and started down the steps, leaving a very stunned and very confused Pagonel standing there on the bridge, staring.

Master Cheyes walked up and put a hand on the man’s shoulder.

“How badly have I erred?” Pagonel asked.

“You followed your vision, so there can be no error. That is the edict of our understanding. You wear the Belt of All Colors, honestly earned, and so you must follow that which is in your heart, whatever the consequences.”

“The consequences to me or to all of our brethren?”

“To both,” Cheyes answered. “Your vision and fate has brought this battle to us, but would not the Chezhou-Lei have come anyway, once they came to understand that your heart lies with the To-gai-ru in the struggle against the Yatols? Surely the present incarnation of the Chezru Chieftain has shown a fondness for conquest, and so why would we believe that we are exempt? Perhaps this fight is a better manner of defense for us than if all the Behrenese legions had joined their elite warriors in coming against the Walk of Clouds.”

“Then you believe that we are to fight.”

“It would seem the proper thing to do,” said Master Cheyes.

That afternoon, a Jhesta Tu mystic ran down the steps toward the valley floor, taking a measure of the gathered Chezhou-Lei, then ran back up to report their numbers. The three masters of the Walk of Clouds didn’t want to send the whole of the Jhesta Tu down to do battle, though every mystic had expressed a desire to go. But the masters, who had to look ahead beyond the immediate situation, knew that the order had to be preserved, whatever the outcome down below.

As did one other. “This is as much my fight as it is yours,” Brynn protested when she learned that she would not be included in the battle. Her wounds had healed already—a testament to the power of the powrie beret and also the fine tending of the Jhesta Tu—and she seemed more than ready to jump back into battle.

“It is not,” Pagonel answered curtly.

“You were defending me!”

The mystic chuckled. “The fight outside of Dharyan has nothing to do with this,” he explained. “It is an excuse, and nothing more, to begin a battle that has been ongoing for centuries, before Brynn Dharielle ever saw her first sunrise, and one that will continue long after you have viewed your last sunset.”

“I can fight as well as most …” she started to protest.

“As well as any, excepting myself, Cheyes, and Dasa,” the mystic conceded with a smile.

But that smile did not disarm Brynn, not at that time. “Then let me go and fight beside you,” she said. “I have studied here through the weeks.”

“You are not Jhesta Tu,” Pagonel replied. “You could be—perhaps someday you will desire to be. But you are only a visitor here at this time, and so this fight is not your own. And, I fear, any engagement that you have in it will likely hamper your own goals. Have you so forgotten those that you will willingly go down against are the mightiest adversaries that the Chezru Chieftain can offer?”

Brynn stiffened her jaw, wanting so badly to defy that simple logic.

Seventy-five mystics did leave the Walk of Clouds soon after, led by Master Cheyes and Master Pagonel, with Matron Dasa looking on from the bridge, Brynn Dharielle standing beside her.

Brynn Dharielle moved off from Mistress Dasa, allowing her anger and frustration, and particularly her desire to be alone, to show clearly. She understood Pagonel’s reasoning for excluding her from the battle, and even agreed with it, based on that reasoning. But that gave her little solace, watching these friends she had recently come to know walking down into severe danger …

And so the stubborn young lady, the same little girl who had so often found ways around the strict edicts of the Touel’alfar, took the literal meaning of Pagonel’s command to heart. This was not her battle, but that didn’t mean that she couldn’t watch it! She kept her head down, seeming distressed, until the gathered mystics filtered away, then she took up her bow and her sword and gear, and rushed to the steps, running down from on high.

By the time she neared the rocky valley floor, Brynn saw the two sides squaring off—and it seemed to her as if her friends were at a sore disadvantage indeed! For the Jhesta Tu stood in a long line, evenly spaced and each holding a long spear, while across from them loomed the Chezhou-Lei, armored as the mystics were not, and mounted! How could Pagonel offer so large an advantage to his deadly adversaries as to allow the battle to go forth with the invading warriors on horseback?

Brynn started to mouth a few choice curses, but the words were lost in her throat as the Chezhou-Lei warriors erupted into their thunderous charge, a hundred strong steeds rumbling the valley floor. As one, the Jhesta Tu fell into a defensive crouch, setting their spears appropriately.

Brynn just bit her lip and winced; any skilled rider could take his mount outside the reach of those spears, or take the spear out wide with a feint, veer suddenly, and simply run over the stationary mystic.

In came the Chezhou-Lei, their fabulous swords of wrapped metal spinning up high.

Brynn winced so much that she nearly closed her eyes and missed the spectacle as the Jhesta Tu mystics, again moving as if of a singular mind, exploded into a sudden, whirling motion, bringing their spears up, around, and over, reversing their grips as they firmly set the tips against the stone, even as the horses closed, then leaped up high, the spears bending under their weight, then straightening, lifting the mystics over the front of the charging line!

A few Chezhou-Lei managed to alter their outstretched swords to bring them to bear, mostly ineffectively. A few more reacted quickly enough to veer their mounts out of the line of the flying, kicking mystics. But most caught a Jhesta Tu in the face, literally, and in a few chaotic moments, the valley floor became littered with Jhesta Tu mystics and fallen Chezhou-Lei warriors, with riderless horses milling all about.

Then they were up, both sides, rushing about in sudden and furious battle. Brynn couldn’t even keep up with it, with the flash of a hundred swords, the swing of a hundred fists and a hundred kicks, the stab of a hundred spears. She tuned her vision more narrowly, picking Pagonel out of the crowd.

He had taken his rider down cleanly and slid off the passing horse at precisely the correct angle to land with his knee firmly planted into the prostrated man’s throat. And then he came up hard, swinging a kick at another Chezhou-Lei as the man tried to rise, laying him low. He sprinted away suddenly, leaving the second fallen warrior to one of his brethren, for off to the side, another of the mystics was in dire need.

Brynn winced, as did Pagonel, as that mystic fell away beneath a crimson spray of his own blood, taken down by the sword of a rider who had not been dismounted.

Brynn knew that rider! She had seen him kill Ashwarawu!

Pagonel charged straight in, leaping high in a full forward somersault, coming around and over with both legs kicking, one to deflect the warrior’s attempt to stab him, the other to kick the man hard in the side, nearly dislodging him. The mystic twisted as he followed through, and grabbed on, pulling himself in close to the man, too close for that sword to come to bear.

But the warrior was no novice to battle, and any advantage that Brynn believed her friend had attained was whisked away almost immediately, as a heavy gauntlet smashed into Pagonel’s face.

The horse reared under the confusing commands of the struggle, and leaped away, running opposite from Brynn, down the line of continuing battle.

That melee held Brynn’s attention then, and her heart leaped, for the Jhesta Tu mystics, with that brilliant initial strike, were fast gaining an advantage.

She looked back to the far end of the line, to see Pagonel and the Chezhou-Lei tumble from the mount, falling hard, out of her view behind a boulder. Despite her agreement to stay out of the fighting, Brynn sprinted away, circumventing the main battle to find her fallen friend.

They stood opposite each other atop a chest-high flat boulder, far to the side of the main fighting.

“I know you,” the Chezhou-Lei warrior sneered, his eyes narrowing to threatening slits. “We meet again, mystic.”

Pagonel, his arm sorely stung from the fall to the rocks, backed away a step, then brought his hands up together before him, dipping a respectful bow. “I am Master Pagonel,” he said. “I would have your name.”

“My name before you feel the sting of my sword,” his opponent promised. “I am Wan Atenn. Know that my eyes are the last thing you will ever see!” And with that, the fierce warrior came on, his sword spinning up above his head, then chopping suddenly, a shortened blow that Pagonel easily backed away from, and then a quick retraction back up, a short step forward, and a second, more deliberate strike coming in at a downward diagonal for Pagonel’s shoulder.

The mystic, moving in perfect balance, could have backed away again, but he decided against that course in the blink of an eye. He found his life energy, that potent, unstoppable line, and focused it into his left arm, then snapped his arm up above him, blocking the blow as surely as if he had used a metal shield.

He came forward inside the blow, firing off a right jab into Wan Atenn’s chest, his fist thudding hard against the overlapping armor. But the blow didn’t have any Chi behind it, for Pagonel’s energy had to hold firm against the powerful sword. While Wan Atenn did stagger back a step, he wasn’t really hurt.

The fierce Chezhou-Lei came on again, slashing his sword across, and Pagonel flipped a somersault right over the blade, then skittered out to the side before the warrior could reverse with a deadly backhand.

Or at least, he started to.

Wan Atenn’s sword came flashing back, and Pagonel dropped suddenly, right below it, then came up fast, launching a series of punches at his adversary, and taking a left hook on the shoulder and a kick to the knee in response from the skilled Chezhou-Lei.

The two fell back defensively, then came on again, like powerful mountain rams crashing together, head to head. They exchanged hits and kicks, and Wan Atenn drew first real blood, scoring a minor hit across Pagonel’s upper arm with his fine sword, but taking a punch to the face in return that nearly dropped him to the stone.

“You fight well,” Pagonel congratulated.

“Spare me your worthless insults, dog!” the Chezhou-Lei cried, and in he crashed again.

After another vicious flurry, the two fell back, and Pagonel looked on curiously as a wry grin spread over Wan Atenn’s dark face. The Chezhou-Lei started forward, but stopped suddenly.

Pagonel sensed the movement behind him, and knowing his terrain perfectly, he instinctively leaped up, tucking his legs under him, spinning as he went.

The slash from the second Chezhou-Lei, standing beside the boulder behind Pagonel, missed cleanly, but the mystic knew that it hardly mattered, that the distraction was a fatal turn against the imposing Wan Atenn.

Indeed, as Pagonel came down, Wan Atenn leaped ahead, his sword held in two hands over his head, aimed for a strike that could not miss, that could not be blocked by the mystic, and that could not fail.

The Chezhou-Lei roared in victory, coming in strong.

And then he got hit, and hit hard, across that face, the blow staggering him to the side, dropping him headlong off the boulder. He thought it was a punch, and only realized as he fell away that he had been shot with an arrow.

“Scold me not about honor!” Brynn Dharielle cried, drawing out her sword and leaping atop the boulder beside Pagonel.

“Scold you?” the mystic yelled right back, leaping down onto the newest opponent, driving the Chezhou-Lei back with a series of snap kicks and short punches. “I was going to thank you! I will scold you for coming down here after all is through!”

The Chezhou-Lei warrior turned and ran off, and Pagonel went in fast pursuit, back toward the main fighting.

Brynn started to follow, but heard the movement behind her and realized that Wan Atenn, the man who had killed Ashwarawu, was not yet dead.

So she waited, her back to him, baiting him up onto the rock.

Then, as he leaped up at her, she spun about, Flamedancer slashing hard against his thrusting sword, turning it harmlessly aside. Brynn had to shake away her distraction, though, for her arrow remained in place, stuck through Wan Atenn’s cheek, half-buried into his face!

“Do you remember me as well?” Brynn asked, falling into her proper bi’nelle dasada stance, her lead, right foot perpendicular to the anchoring left, her right arm extended, slightly bent at the elbow, and her left arm bent out and up behind her. Perfectly balanced.

“Should I?” the Chezhou-Lei replied, his voice slurred and barely decipherable, for he could hardly move his torn jaw. “You are no Jhesta Tu, but merely a cowardly dog who shoots from afar!”

“And stabs from in close!” Brynn corrected, coming forward with a suddenness that surely surprised the warrior. He spun his sword in to intercept, but was too late, and fell back a step at the end of Brynn’s vicious blade.

Wan Atenn tried to keep the growl of pain from his throat. He wanted to hurl another insult the diminutive woman’s way, but he didn’t dare to speak, didn’t dare show her how profoundly her stinging thrust had stolen away his breath.

He found his balance, though, and his breath, and came on with sudden ferocity, his sword working marvelous circles side to side, up over his head, even around his back, working from hand to hand, stabbing out and retracting suddenly, only to flash back in at a different angle.

But Brynn, with her forward-and-back balance of the elven sword dance, stayed out of reach, and realized almost immediately that her style was superior, that the Chezhou-Lei, for all his skill, was moving in ways that bi’nelle dasada could surely defeat. He was better than Dee’Dahk, but he fought in the exact same style. And that style, with weapons spinning up high and to the side, had little defense against the snap thrusts of bi’nelle dasada.

The ranger held her countering thrusts, wanting to find the best opportunity to score a single, fatal hit.

“You would be less impressive without an arrow sticking through your jaw,” she did say, if only to spur the already wild warrior on even more viciously.

Let him make one mistake …

The scene before him was surely one of misery, of men and women writhing in agony or clashing together like rabid animals, but Pagonel was neither surprised nor deterred.

He kept up the chase of the Chezhou-Lei, and when that man crossed past a comrade, who turned to engage the charging mystic, Pagonel simply leaped over the two of them, spinning as he descended to catch his primary opponent in a headlock, landing and snapping his arms down hard.

The crunch of bone in the man’s neck did bring a grimace to Pagonel’s face, but hardly distracted him. He stepped back suddenly, ahead of the other’s thrusting blade, and that second Chezhou-Lei, knowing he was overmatched against this supreme Jhesta Tu master, backed steadily.

Pagonel did not follow. He turned and sprinted to the side, to join Master Cheyes, to anchor the Jhesta Tu line. A score of mystics were down, some obviously dead, but more than fifty were still fighting, against only around half that number of Chezhou-Lei.

The battle seemed in hand, and the Jhesta Tu masters nodded to each other grimly, with satisfaction.

But then the teeyodel horns began to blow, and the charge of soldiers, hundreds of soldiers, began—the Jacintha garrison moving hard to encircle the mystics, and to cut off the escape route to the stairs.

Pagonel and Cheyes saw it immediately, and called for a retreat to those stairs, with each going to a nearby wounded companion, scooping him up, and starting the retreat.

But Pagonel looked all about and knew the truth: they wouldn’t make it.

To an onlooker, their movements would seem nothing more than a furious blur of wild energy, with the Chezhou-Lei’s sword spinning like the fans of a favored Behrenese toy, rocking back and forth in front of him, warding away the sudden, and ultimately efficient, thrusts from the elven-trained warrior.

Brynn kept every strike measured, confident that she could defeat the man, that he, with his heavier blade and more exaggerated movements, would have to tire before she did. As soon as that magnificent curving blade of his slowed, she would find her opening, thrusting her fine and slender sword through to a seam in his armor, and into his chest.

But not yet, not until she had him worn down enough that she could be certain he would not, in the last moments of his life when her sword was inside of him, score a wicked hit against her. She thrust in measured strikes and skittered back, always turning, turning, to keep enough of the large and flat boulder behind her for her next retreat.

She scored a stinging hit on Wan Atenn’s forearm, then another into the opposite shoulder, but those strikes only seemed to spur the man on even more ferociously.

Yes, it was moving along exactly as Brynn desired.

And Wan Atenn recognized that, as well, and then he surprised the young warrior woman, for as she retracted her blade after one teasing thrust, beginning yet another short retreat, the Chezhou-Lei performed a brilliant spinning charge, his feet stepping and turning in perfect balance, his sword going around in a complete circuit along with his torso.

Brynn saw an open stab at the man’s back, and knew she could inflict a serious, perhaps even fatal, wound. But she knew, too, that Wan Atenn accepted that inevitability, and that she was out of room to retreat, so suddenly. As hard as she might stick him, that terrible Chezhou-Lei blade, worn from years of battle—and that wearing only making the remaining wrapped metal even sharper—would come around, and hard!

So Brynn stayed her hand, refusing the opening, and brought her blade in front of her vertically instead.

Around and ahead came the warrior, his rushing, horizontal sword meeting Brynn’s weapon at midblade, forcing Brynn’s sword backward, forcing Brynn to bend backward. With the new angle, Wan Atenn’s blade slid up above Brynn’s head, locking both swords.

But Wan Atenn, heavier than Brynn by a hundred pounds, was more than willing to force the contest into a close-in battle of strength. He bulled ahead, holding back her sword with his own, his left hand coming up to launch a devastating punch.

But then Brynn’s blade erupted into blazing fire, and the Chezhou-Lei warrior halted, even fell back a bit as he threw the punch.

And Brynn came forward and down, lifting her left hand up and around to grab the hilt beside her right, and to get her pulsing powrie shield up to block the punch.

The woman went forward more, pressing hard against the unyielding Chezhou-Lei blade, and then she dipped, just a bit, and her blade tip slipped free, and all the momentum from the hold shot it forward and down, creasing the helm of Wan Atenn, splitting the man’s skull and driving down deeper. She even felt it crack through the shaft of the arrow that was still stuck in the stubborn warrior’s face.

Brynn let the sword’s fires flicker out, and saw the Chezhou-Lei’s hateful eyes staring back at her, from either side of her blade.

The light disappeared from those dark orbs.

Before she could even consider how she might extract her blade from the split skull, Brynn heard movement behind her, and knew she was helpless.

The remaining Chezhou-Lei were more than happy to pull back from the slaughter, stumbling and scrambling to the waiting ranks of the circling Jacintha soldiers.

Pagonel and Master Cheyes worked furiously to organize their remaining fighters in defensive positions about the wounded. There was no way they could hope to get to the stairs, no way they could hope to get out of the tightening ring of spears and swords.

“And so the Chezhou-Lei refuse to do battle fairly,” Master Cheyes remarked with obvious disgust. “And so I am not surprised! But history is written by the victors,” he lamented, “and so our fall will be spoken of as a grand Chezhou-Lei victory!”

“Brynn will bear witness,” Pagonel said grimly. “She must.”

Brynn yanked and spun, bringing her sword to bear, but it drooped as her jaw inevitably dropped.

“Juraviel,” she gasped. “Cazzira.”

And then she nearly fell over altogether as another familiar face, this one of a terrible foe, rose up between the pair. She knew that face, unmistakably, though when last she had looked upon the mighty dragon, that head had been ten times as large.

“Come, and be quick!” Juraviel cried out to her. “The Behrenese soldiers have your companions trapped!” He motioned for Brynn to move between him and Cazzira, while the dragon turned about.

“Right onto his shoulders,” the Doc’alfar instructed, and Brynn, after a single incredulous look, lifted one leg and then the other over Agradeleous’ strong shoulders, and with pushing from both elves, fell into a seated position atop the humanoid creature.

Almost immediately, Agradeleous began to change, began to grow, and though the dragon fell to all fours, Brynn did not slip lower toward the ground. Cazzira leaped atop the growing beast behind her.

In moments, Brynn Dharielle found herself astride a full-sized dragon, straddling its neck!

“How are we …” Brynn stammered. “What …”

“There is a time for chatter, and this is not it!” Juraviel explained from the ground, and he held Brynn’s bow aloft, then leaped up, his small wings bringing him to Cazzira’s side behind the still-stunned ranger. “Many soldiers have come against your friends, and without help they are surely doomed!”

“Die bravely and try to find a Chezhou-Lei to take with you to the afterlife!” Pagonel told his warriors as the ring of enemies, hundreds of skilled soldiers, closed in.

The Jacintha soldiers lifted their spears and swords and cried out to charge, but even as that communal howl began, it was drowned out by a single voice, as mighty a roar as the world of Corona had ever heard.

Agradeleous the dragon swooped past, a line of his fiery breath immolating the Behrenese line that was blocking the mystics from the stairs to their mountain home.

Brynn sat astride the neck, her own fiery sword held high, while Juraviel fired off his own bow behind her, taking down yet another surprised and horrified Jacintha soldier.

Any in the Behrenese line whose legs did not freeze in sheer terror beneath them, broke ranks and fled. Pagonel and Master Cheyes, not taking the moment to question the unexpected turn, gathered their warriors and collected up their wounded and rushed for the stairs. Pagonel and Master Cheyes fell behind the retreat, ready to do battle with any soldiers or Chezhou-Lei coming in pursuit.

But none were. The Behrenese fled before the wrath of the dragon, before the fiery glory that was mighty Agradeleous.

The dragon banked a steep turn and came in hard again, a second fiery blast melting down more soldiers. He caught yet another man in one powerful claw, lifting him from the ground and crushing the life from him, and swept aside several more with his crushing tail.

And so began the day of horrors for the fleeing Behrenese, pursued from on high by the mighty beast and his three riders.

Some soldiers got out of the area, but Agradeleous came in pursuit, and when the startled villagers that had been rounded up by the fierce Chezhou-Lei spotted the confusion and the dragon, they too cried out in terror and began to flee.

“Not the villagers!” Juraviel and Cazzira, and then Brynn cried out repeatedly to the dragon, and it seemed to Brynn as if it took the mighty beast a long while to turn away from the tempting sight of the fleeing mob.

“Fly over them, but bring no harm!” Juraviel instructed, and then he yelled to Brynn, “Tell them who you are! Tell them to take heart, for Brynn Dharielle, the Dragon of To-gai, has come to free them!”

Thus was the legend born.

After shouting her message of freedom to the escaping villagers Brynn directed the mighty dragon to settle near a brown-and-white figure she had seen from on high. She slid down and hurried to her pony, whom she had feared mortally wounded. As she inspected Runtly, though, she breathed a profound sigh of relief, for the stings of the Chezhou-Lei arrows were not serious.

“We are not done with our work,” Belli’mar Juraviel called to her, and she turned to see him and Cazzira standing beside an obviously anxious Agradeleous.

Brynn looked back to her pony. “I will come back to you soon and clean those wounds better,” she whispered to him. “You just run to the open fields and stay far from danger!”

As if he understood her every word, the pony nickered and galloped away, and it did Brynn’s heart good to see him run.

Much later on, after many, many Behrenese soldiers and Chezhou-Lei had been hunted down and killed, Agradeleous, bearing his three riders, pulled up before the bridge at the Walk of Clouds, hanging there for a moment with his great wings beating, as Brynn slipped down to stand before Masters Cheyes and Pagonel, with many others standing in the background, gawking.

Without any hesitation, and without a word from either of the remaining riders, Agradeleous turned and swooped down into the clouds, disappearing from view.

Pagonel started to say something to Brynn, but he just stopped and stood there helplessly, his arms out to the side. And what might be expected of him, after all, since he had just witnessed the arrival of three of the legendary—and, many would argue, imaginary—races of Corona, including the sheer size and power of a dragon!

“I was trained by the Touel’alfar,” Brynn stated at once. She held forth her beautiful sword. “And this is elvenmade, forged in the distant valley of Andur’blough Inninness, north of the great mountains. One of my companions is of the Touel’alfar, another is a cousin, a Doc’alfar, and the third … well, you have seen the third.”

“All in the region have seen the third, dear Brynn,” said Master Cheyes, managing a little smile. “Our gratitude is with you this day, for the treachery of the Chezhou-Lei would have brought even more tragedy to the Walk of Clouds had it not been for you and your … friends.”

“Nearly a score of my brethren are dead,” Pagonel added. “And many more are wounded, some badly. But all of us who went down to do honorable battle would have died this day, had it not been for the arrival of the dragon.”

“I count the Behrenese losses in the hundreds,” the woman replied. “Including nearly all of the Chezhou-Lei who came against you. It is a great victory.”

“Victory?” Master Cheyes echoed skeptically. “We do not view war of any kind as a victory, dear Brynn, but as a loss for all of mankind.”

Brynn steeled her jaw, not about to agree. “Yet war lies in my path, undoubtedly so,” she declared. “And I go with my heart full of hope that my homeland will be free once more. The arrival of the dragon, and of my other two friends, gives me the beginning I will need to drive the Behrenese from the steppes.”

“Beware the power of your dragon,” Master Cheyes gravely warned.

“More important than the companions are the reputation that they have allowed me this day,” Brynn explained, not wavering in the least. “All of the To-gai-ru who witnessed the flight of the Dragon of To-gai will whisper to their fellows, and so the news shall spread throughout the steppes, and so I shall find many, many warriors willing to rush to my side!”

“Many of whom will die,” the pacifistic Master Cheyes pointed out.

But again, Brynn was not to be deterred, not in the least. “Then so be it.”

Master Cheyes looked to Pagonel then. The other Jhesta Tu did not return the stare, but kept his eyes locked on the remarkable Brynn.

“My time here has come to an end,” the woman announced.

“This stay, perhaps,” said Pagonel. “The future may hold a day when you, and I, might return to the Walk of Clouds, to study together as we try to make sense of this existence.”

His words had Brynn’s jaw dropping open, and had Master Cheyes closing his eyes tightly, as if wanting to deny them.

“You will come with me?”

Pagonel nodded. “This is my course, I do not doubt, though neither do I understand. But if you and your friends will have me, then yes, I will stand beside you.”

“When I walk into Dharyan,” said Brynn.
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When first I encountered Agradeleous in his cavern lair, I recognized, or thought I had, the power of the beast. The mere sight of the dragon froze me in my tracks, for a moment at least. I have seen volcanoes and mighty rivers, wild hailstorms on the open steppes, and heard—felt!—the thunder of a buffalo herd charging through the grasses. In all these things I am reminded of the sheer power of the world around us, dwarfing us in our hopes and dreams.

So it is with Agradeleous. He is a volcano, a flood, an earthquake, a catastrophe of the highest order, and unbelievably, his power has been given to me! That Juraviel even managed to make such a friend boggles my sensibilities.

With Agradeleous has come hope, so say the elves. Upon his back, I can fly the length of the steppes in but a day or two, gathering my armies, inspiring them with the knowledge that they will travel into combat against the hated Behrenese behind the power of a dragon. Is any outposter settlement too great a fortress for us now?

Is Dharyan? Is Jacintha itself?

But there is another side to the lucky coin that is Agradeleous the dragon. Is his a power truly leashed, truly under my control?

I have sought out my answers in Oracle, but have found nothing more than the reminder of my murdered parents. I feel their anger keenly, more at the loss of our old ways than at the particular injustices they suffered. At Oracle, I am convinced more than ever that the ancient traditions of the To-gai-ru must be returned to the steppes, that we cannot tolerate our subjugation to the Chezru Chieftain and his Yatols.

Still, I cannot dismiss this power I have been given, this awesome and awful responsibility. Agradeleous will heed to my commands, so said Belli’mar Juraviel. But in those terrible minutes after the ranks of Behrenese had broken, when the dragon went in pursuit with the three of us riding, I understood that Agradeleous truly follows only the commands of Agradeleous. How he blasted through the ranks of the fleeing Behrenese, with his fiery breath and his raking claws, his snapping maw and that crushing tail!

I fear what I might see if ever I allow Agradeleous to run loose against a Behrenese city. Will the dragon distinguish between soldier and civilian? Between man and child?

And so I have been given a choice, and it is one that surely tugs at my heart. With Agradeleous, I can take great strides toward my long-desired goal. Flying high across the To-gai sky atop the great beast, I can give my people a rallying point, using my own reputation as the “Dragon of To-gai” to give them hope and a focus. Who would not stand behind me?

And then I can watch the death and the misery of Agradeleous unleashed. I can turn my head and block my ears, but not my heart, to the screams of the innocents as the dragon fire immolates them. I can watch the outposter settlements burn, perhaps even the great cities of western Behren, burn.

Agradeleous is not invulnerable, by the words of Juraviel. An army prepared for the dragon might bring it down.

There is within me a small part that might hope for such a thing, after the To-gai-ru have rallied, after enough victories are secured so that the Behrenese will not return to our land. For what might Agradeleous do after the fighting is ended? When and if To-gai is free, what am I then to do with the dragon?

For his is a power, I fear, that, once unleashed, cannot be put back in its hole. It is possible that I will lead an army against Agradeleous if I somehow achieve victory over Behren, and that is not a prospect that I enjoy entertaining.

Like the Touel’alfar as a whole, Belli’mar Juraviel has brought me hope, but that hope lies along a path made even darker by the prospects of this new and magnificent weapon. Many times during our journey south did Belli’mar Juraviel warn me that to pursue my victory would mean steeling myself to the horrors of war.

Agradeleous merely accentuates that point.

I pray for strength.

—BRYNN DHARIELLE


Chapter 25
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The Walkaway

KALIIT TIMIG SAT IN A DARKENED ROOM, ALONE WITH HIS THOUGHTS, HIS GUILT, as he had been for most days since the return of the few Chezhou-Lei who had survived the disaster at the Mountains of Fire, and the few dozen Jacintha soldiers who had escaped and who had not subsequently deserted in the wild southland.

All had spoken of a sudden turn in the battle, of the arrival of a dragon, ridden by a warrior woman wielding a flaming sword!

A dragon! Whoever had heard of such a thing? Certainly there were tales of such creatures, the great wurms of legend, but never had any dragon been known actually to take a side in a conflict!

It was all too much for Kaliit Timig to comprehend, or to accept. He was convinced that the beast had been a manifestation of Jhesta Tu magic; the mystics were known for such powers, though never as dramatically as this. The returning Chezhou-Lei had reported that none of the mystic line that had stood against them had shown any indications of any magic use, nor any gemstones, though the hated Jhesta Tu were known to possess a few of those, as well.

Perhaps their greatest wizards had remained high above the conflict, Kaliit Timig reasoned, combining their powers to create the beast, or the illusion of the beast.

Whatever the case, the disaster could not be denied. His vaunted order had been cut in half in one day, with scores of superbly trained warriors, the best in all of Behren, perhaps in all the world, cut down in that barren wasteland. That was his burden, and many times, the old Chezhou-Lei Kaliit had thought it more than he could possibly shoulder. How badly had he erred, how great a failure was his reign as the Kaliit of the elite and ancient order.

He heard the shake of the door chimes outside his chamber, but didn’t let it take him from his profound contemplations. He heard the door open, but wouldn’t open his eyes and thus, did not see the light filtering into the darkened room.

“Kaliit Timig,” came a call, a voice that he could not ignore, no matter how great his desire to be alone. He slowly opened his eyes and turned his head, to see the silhouette of a familiar figure standing in the doorway.

“God-Voice,” he welcomed.

“How many more weeks will you spend in here, Kaliit?” Chezru Chieftain Douan asked bluntly. “Hiding away while your order tries to find some way to recover from the catastrophe.”

“This disaster is unprecedented,” Timig answered softly. “I know not where to turn my attention now. I meditate for guidance.”

“You cower in the dark,” Douan accused, and behind the Chezru Chieftain there came a gasp, which Kaliit Timig knew to be the surprise of Merwan Ma, Douan’s ever-present attendant, who had so conveniently turned away from the army before the disaster.

“I seek to guide my order properly, and nothing more,” Timig answered with as much conviction as he could muster.

Chezru Douan laughed at him. “You would have led all of your order to complete destruction if I had not intervened and forced you to hold some of your warriors back. Where would the Chezhou-Lei be now if all of you had gone marching to your destruction in that forsaken land of rock and fire? And for what, Kaliit Timig? To avenge the death of a single Chezhou-Lei, killed in open and honest battle?”

The old Kaliit bowed his head again, having no resolve to fight back against the God-Voice. For indeed, the guilt was there, all about him, like the black wings of despair. There was no escape from it, not out there, trying to rebuild that which was lost, nor in here, hiding in the darkness from the truth.

“You know that many of the remaining Chezhou-Lei seek answers, of course,” Chezru Douan remarked offhandedly. “And many others vow revenge and hope that you will send them all off on a journey to the Mountains of Fire.”

That last bit brought Timig’s head swinging up again to stare at Douan. Perhaps that was the course. To avenge the dead by eliminating the wretched Jhesta Tu altogether! “If you would lend me your army, I could turn defeat into a great victory,” he dared to say.

Again came that mocking laughter. “Victory?” Douan asked incredulously. “Victory over whom? The Jhesta Tu? But they are not enemies of mine, nor of Behren, unless they have begun a march of which I am not aware.”

“A Jhesta Tu mystic fought at Dharyan, against Yatol Grysh,” said Timig. “And that same mystic was back at the Walk of Clouds, engaging in battle, according to those who have returned. Surely that—”

“Means nothing to me,” Chezru Douan finished. “The Jhesta Tu are better left in their mountain home, unbothered and unbothering. I’ll not awaken the dragon, Kaliit Timig. That, I believe, is more your manner of leading.”

Timig squinted against the sting of those words.

“Perhaps I erred in sending my twenty-square behind your warriors,” Chezru Douan admitted, but he retracted the words immediately, for it would not do for one who spoke directly to Yatol to make such mistakes. “But then again, had I not sent the soldiers, then none of your Chezhou-Lei would have escaped, and common soldiers are far more easily replaced than are your elite warriors.

“And so it sits fully with you, Kaliit Timig,” Douan remarked. “I allowed you your folly, though it was against that which I knew to be true, because of your insistence that honor be upheld, whatever the cost. What is the honorable course for you now, I wonder? You have failed in your capacity, of that there can be no doubt. Do you believe that you should continue to lead the remaining Chezhou-Lei? Or are you too much a coward to take the only honorable course before you?”

Again came that gasp from behind him, Merwan Ma apparently as stunned by the heartless words as was the Kaliit.

Chezru Douan merely chuckled again and exited, slowly closing the door behind him.

Kaliit Timig sat there for a long while, the God-Voice’s words mingling with his own demons of guilt, all of it together taking his gaze inevitably toward the beautifully crafted curving sword that sat on a decorated stand at the side of the room.

Hardly even noticing the movement, the battered old man went to the sword and stared at it hard. Even in the dim light, its blade seemed to gleam with strength. Timig reached his hand up to feel the cool metal, wrapped a thousand times over itself. His was an ancient sword, passed down through the warrior generations, and so it had seen many, many battles, wearing away the top layers, making its edge even finer.

Kaliit Timig held the blade up before him horizontally, studying the intricate runes carved in the metal.

He looked back to the door once, considering the words of the God-Voice and knowing that they rang with truth.

Kaliit Timig walked back to the center of the room, placed the butt of his magnificent sword on the floor, then propped the razor-sharp tip against the hollow of his breast. He had failed; he could not deny it any longer, nor could he hope to redeem himself within the Chezhou-Lei order.

With a nod, the man let himself fall forward.

News of Kaliit Timig’s death reached Chom Deiru the next day, and did not surprise the Chezru Chieftain in the least. In fact, Douan was quite pleased by the turn of events, for this suicide would allow him to continue to lay the blame in whole upon Timig’s shoulders.

That was all that he truly cared about at that time. Since the disaster at the Mountains of Fire, several of the Yatols overseeing the surrounding areas had been sending screaming emissaries to Jacintha, pleading for more soldiers in case the dragon came after them, and many more had taken up the cry of panic.

But to Douan the defeat was no tremendously important incident. He had a line of couriers spread from the Mountains of Fire all the way to Jacintha, and reports came in every few days. None of those, not one in the months since the disaster, spoke of any ominous activity in the land of the Jhesta Tu. Certainly none had reported any dragons flying about!

The Jhesta Tu had thinned the Chezhou-Lei order considerably, and the loss of leaders to Douan’s army was no small thing. But To-gai had been tamed again, it appeared, by Yatol Grysh’s cunning feint to defeat the rogue Ashwarawu, and all seemed quiet in the northern kingdom, with no appreciable shifts in policy against Behren after the ascension of the new Father Abbot, Fio Bou-raiy.

Thus, Yakim Douan spent the summer, God’s Year 842, in the kingdom of Honce-the-Bear, about the lands of Entel, traveling informally and in relative peace, even beginning to entertain again thoughts that his time of Transcendence was drawing near.

Brynn took a deep breath—several, in fact. There before her lay the first village she had entered on her return to To-gai, a place whose name, Telliqik, she had only recently heard. For the last few months, she and her four unlikely companions had traveled the length and breadth of the steppes, stopping at every village they could find, with Brynn then going in to spread the word about the Dragon of To-gai, about how she would lead the To-gai-ru to freedom, but only if they all joined in with her. Truly it pained the anxious woman to spend these days in relative peace and quiet. After the victory at the Mountains of Fire, with the Chezhou-Lei shattered, it seemed as if Behren was ripe to be plucked.

Belli’mar Juraviel had counseled the woman for patience, though, had reminded her that their enemy remained formidable. And though many villagers had witnessed the great victory and the sheer power of the dragon, communication throughout the land would be slow and inexact, with the story likely changing from one town to another, even from one person to another. The companions would count on that inaccuracy to work in their favor as word spread back to Behren, but they knew that it could well be a liability if it was not parsed correctly on its path through To-gai.

And so they had flown out upon Agradeleous, and the dragon had even taken Runtly along, holding the pony in a harness the Jhesta Tu mystics had fashioned, journeying from town to town to begin the quiet resistance that would signal the start of Brynn’s campaign against the Chezru Chieftain.

It was called Autumnal Nomaduc, the Autumn Walkaway, and such an action was not unprecedented in To-gai-ru history. Many times before, when one tribe had conquered another, the survivors of the conquered tribe would simply wander away from their conquerors, moving out into the open steppes. Never before had it been tried across all of To-gai, but never before had the conqueror been the Behrenese, and never before had the rebellion leader been an elven-trained ranger, riding atop a dragon!

The ranger stooped over, as if weary and road-worn, and certainly less threatening, and hitched the cowl of her worn cloak up over her head. She murmured to herself in a gruff peasant accent as she approached the gate, and peeked out under the cowl only once, to note the strange looks coming back at her from the guards.

“Oh, but me wagon is lost, and all me poor horses,” she said, closing to stand right before the two Behrenese.

“You had a wagon?” one asked.

“A wagon, a husband, and a few friends, I had!” Brynn snapped at him, turning a wild eye his way and moving very close. She didn’t really recognize the man, but feared that he might know her, for she had stood tall and distinct when last she was there, that year ago, when she had killed Yatol Daek and Dee’dahk.

“And you lost them?” the man asked with a smirk.

“Killed on the road!” Brynn screeched. “By robbers … so many damned robbers! They took me wagon, and killed me friends. Get yer weapons, soldiers! Protectors! Get yer weapons and go out and kill them to death!”

The man was patting the air to try to calm her, and was obviously trying to hold back a smile. Robbers were no major catastrophe in the unruly steppes, Brynn knew, except of course to those victimized. And she knew as well that these guards wouldn’t be quick to send out any patrols, certainly not on the word and plea of a lowly To-gai-ru woman.

“Now tell me where this happened,” the soldier bade her.

“Fifteen days o’ walking,” Brynn said, waggling a finger in his face.

“Fifteen days?”

“Fifteen!” Brynn cried. “Now, ye get yer fellows and run south, and ye’ll find them. Kill them to death.”

Now the man did chuckle, as did his companion. “We will speak with Yatol Tornuk about it.”

“I’ll be seeing him!”

“No,” the man cried back, and then he calmed, and tried again to calm her. “No, good woman. We will speak with him. You just go in and find yourself a place to rest, and get some food.”

Brynn stared at him hard, wild-eyed even, but then she slipped past, entering the village.

Her relief was huge when she entered the common room to find the place bristling with To-gai-ru, several familiar faces—including two in particular—among them. Brynn made her way to a corner table and slid into a chair beside Tsolona and Barachuk.

She looked up from under the cowl, smiling widely, then pulled the hood back enough so that they could see her clearly.

“Ah, Brynn!” Tsolona said quietly, and she cupped the young woman’s chin in her hands, then bent in and kissed her on the cheek. “So much have we worried for you.”

“The Dragon of To-gai, returned for a visit,” whispered Barachuk, leaning in across the table.

His reference to her in that manner nearly knocked Brynn right over. How could he know?

“You have come to tell us of the nomaduc,” the surprising Barachuk reasoned. “Ah, but it is already in place here in Telliqik. The word outdistances you, and many are eager to follow the way of resistance.”

Brynn just sat there, shaking her head.

“Were you really astride a dragon?” Tsolona asked, after looking around to make sure that there were no Behrenese soldiers, or To-gai-ru informants, nearby.

“It is a long story,” Brynn replied.

“Then stay with us this evening and tell us your tale,” said Barachuk. “And we will tell your tales to our comrades out in the steppes, in whatever manner you wish them related.”

Brynn smiled, knowing well that she had fine allies there. She nodded, and stood to leave, and the other two were right behind her as she exited the common room.

The three chatted until late into the night, with Brynn relating the tale of the battle at the Mountains of Fire honestly and openly. She was surprised to learn that the couple had already met one of her elvish companions. She bade the couple not to mention Juraviel or Cazzira, though, fearing that her story might overwhelm any would-be soldiers.

“You can have your old bed back,” Tsolona said to her, the hour well past midnight.

Brynn considered the offer, remembering the fine times she had spent with these two, whom she regarded almost as surrogate parents. “I must be out this very night,” she answered. “I have but three days to make the final preparations for the Autumnal Nomaduc. Everything will move quickly after that.”

“You will assemble your army?”

“As many as will join.”

“And then strike at the Behrenese within To-gai?” Barachuk pressed. “Like the new dog, Tornuk, who replaced the dog you killed?”

Brynn understood the man’s eagerness, for the name alone marked the new Yatol of Telliqik as To-gai-ru. To the proud To-gai-ru people, that betrayal was even worse than the invasion of the Behrenese.

“We will find our ways to gain our freedom, and will pay back those who have brought so much grief to us,” Brynn promised. She moved over and kissed Barachuk, then turned to Tsolona, wrapping her in a great hug for a long, long time.

And then she was back out into the dark To-gai night, with Juraviel, Cazzira, Pagonel, and Agradeleous, laying the final plans for the Walkaway.

Three nights later, streaks of fire highlighted the To-gai sky, Brynn astride her dragon flying the length and breadth of the steppes, her fiery sword held high and the fire accentuated every so often by a tremendous gout of the dragon’s fiery breath. She flew up very high so the spectacle could be seen from far, far away.

That night, taking the signal, tens of thousands of To-gai-ru slipped out of their respective settlements for the safety of the darkened steppes. There were skirmishes in some towns, where guards caught on to the escape, but in all but a few of the outposter settlements, where the To-gai-ru were outnumbered by the Behrenese many times over, the To-gai-ru got out, moving to appointed meeting places, where new tribes were formed.

Yakim Douan seemed as if he would simply explode. He sat in his chair, his fists clenched so tightly that his knuckles whitened at his sides, and he trembled so violently that his teeth were actually chattering.

Carwan Pestle, who had delivered the terrible news from Dharyan, looked to Merwan Ma with alarm, and the Chezru Chieftain’s attendant motioned for the man to step back from the leader’s chair.

“Not again,” Yakim Douan growled, his jaw clenched so tight that he hardly seemed able to get the words out of his mouth.

“Yatol Grysh begs your pardon, God-Voice,” Carwan Pestle offered, bowing repeatedly. “He wished not to trouble you with such unpleasantness as this, but he fears that we cannot ignore the desertion.”

“All of them?” Douan asked.

“Yes, God-Voice,” Pestle replied. “All who were not captured trying to escape. We have soldiers scouring the steppes; the outposters are banding together for defense.”

“And have you recaptured any of the missing To-gai-ru?”

Carwan Pestle seemed to deflate quite a bit. “No, God-Voice,” he admitted. “The outposter militia fought one battle, but it was against this … this crazy woman, the Dragon of To-gai, and they were overwhelmed.”

“Dragon?” asked Douan. “What say your reports? Was there really such a beast as that fighting the outposters?”

“We have heard reports of a dragon flying across the sky on the night of the great desertion, but no, there was no battle against any real dragon. Just against this demon woman and her followers, and their numbers are growing rapidly. Yatol Grysh would not have intruded upon your precious time, God-Voice, but he fears that this foe is more dangerous by far than was Ashwarawu.”

Yakim Douan smiled at that remark, for he knew that it had been said for no better reason than to remind him of Grysh’s great victory over the fool Ashwarawu at the gates of Dharyan. That was the last good news Douan had heard!

“Indeed he must believe it to be so, to send his closest advisor all the way here,” the Chezru Chieftain remarked. “And Yatol Grysh has indeed earned my trust and respect. You ask for two twenty-squares, and so you shall have them, and a third besides! And the mounts to support them, that they will sweep out with great and overpowering speed and strength!”

Carwan Pestle’s eyes widened nearly as much as Merwan Ma’s! Three twenty-squares, along with enough horses to support them as a cavalry unit? It was unheard of!

“But on the condition that you use them for more than the defense of Dharyan,” Douan went on. “I doubt this new leader will be fool enough to charge in to her death, as did Ashwarawu. I will give Yatol Grysh his soldiers—some of the best of the Jacintha garrison!—but he must promise to use them to march across the steppes, destroying all resistance, and punishing the To-gai-ru so terribly that they will never again think to defy us!”

“Yes, God-Voice!”

“Do you understand?” Douan asked, coming out of his chair to stand right before the man. “Do you truly? Tell your Yatol to exact a generational purge of the To-gai-ru. I will not have them as any threat during the time of Transcendence.”

Carwan Pestle’s face screwed up with confusion, as if he did not understand.

“A generational purge,” Yakim Douan repeated. “Eliminate their would-be warriors. All of them! I expect that I will not hear any further requests from Dharyan, but only the news that the To-gai-ru have been properly punished.”

Carwan Pestle nodded and bowed, and followed Douan’s motion that he should then leave the room.

“What troubles you?” Douan asked Merwan Ma after the emissary from Dharyan had gone, for it was obvious that the young Shepherd was not pleased.

“God-Voice, it is not my place to question—”

“But it is, because I just told you that it was,” Douan told him. “You are troubled by my command to Pestle?”

“A generational purge?”

Chezru Douan grinned wickedly. “I grow weary of the stubborn To-gai-ru,” he explained. “I’ll have no more trouble from them. They have brought this upon themselves—let them suffer the consequences of their insolence and disobedience! Twelve hundred soldiers, my friend, and each square will be led by a Chezhou-Lei … no, by two Chezhou-Lei. We will conquer To-gai all over again, and this time to even more devastating effect. And then I can go to my rest, Merwan Ma. My patience is at its end.”

Merwan Ma could hardly believe the coldness in Yakim Douan’s voice, but he didn’t dare to question the man at that time.

He bowed and left the room.

Yakim Douan stood very still for a long while, considering the decision. Three twenty-squares!

But he knew what the stakes were, and after the catastrophe at the Mountains of Fire, they were very high. Douan needed Grysh to put down the rebels and to destroy this newest legend in the making, this Dragon of To-gai.

He took some comfort in the fact that his latest reports put the Jhesta Tu still in their mountain abode, with no signs that they were planning to march in force and join the uprising on the steppes.


Chapter 26
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Playing to Their Weakness

“THREE TWENTY-SQUARES,” PAGONEL REPORTED TO BRYNN THAT TENTH DAY OF Bafway, the third month of the year.

The warrior woman smiled wickedly.

“Twelve hundred soldiers,” Pagonel said somberly.

“Then the blow will prove even greater,” the woman replied.

The mystic started to argue, but paused and stared at Brynn’s knowing smile. They had spent the winter months rounding up the soldiers willing to ride with Brynn Dharielle, and the number had proven considerable indeed, beyond anything that Brynn dared hope after the disaster at Dharyan with Ashwarawu, for her reputation from that one fight at the Mountains of Fire had swept across the grassy steppes like wildfire. If this woman, this Dragon of To-gai, could destroy such a collection of Chezhou-Lei, and send a Jacintha twenty-square fleeing at the same time, then what did the To-gai-ru have to fear? And so her army had eagerly followed her down from the plateau divide and into the desert sands of Behren, some distance to the south of Dharyan.

“We have near to six thousand warriors,” Brynn said to the doubting mystic.

“Only four thousand at our disposal,” Pagonel reminded. “A third are out helping the common folk, as you ordered. They will not rejoin us for another month or two, at the least, until the spring is on in full. Even then, by going east, you are ignoring the many secured settlements within To-gai, and now behind our lines.”

“You do not agree with me?”

Pagonel gave a helpless chuckle in the face of Brynn’s too-innocent tone. “I am playing against your choices,” he explained. “As you asked of me.”

Brynn laughed aloud and squeezed her dear friend’s shoulder. Indeed, she had instructed Pagonel to play the part of her conscience and her better judgment, to question everything she decided with every argument he could find for alternate courses. She just never realized how good the mystic would be at such a task!

“Four thousand will be more than I need,” Brynn decided. “Dharyan will fall.”

“Burned by the fires of a dragon?” the mystic asked. “I warn you, the city has ballista emplacements—many of them. One shot from such a weapon could bring Agradeleous down to the ground, and once there he would face a concentrated barrage that even his great armor could not withstand.”

“Agradeleous will play a small role, if any,” Brynn replied, and the mystic’s expression became one of surprise. “I do not need him for this.”

“But …”

Brynn noticed that some of her other commanders had heard that last remark and were now listening more intently than they were letting on.

“I will use Yatol Grysh’s confidence against him,” Brynn explained. “But we must strike quickly, before the three twenty-squares can be deployed outside of the city.”

“You will attack a walled and fortified city, defended by fifteen hundred skilled warriors and a like number of conscripts, with a force of only four thousand?” asked one of her commanders, an older man from Telliqik named Bargis Troudok.

“No,” Brynn corrected. “We will attack a fortified city garrisoned by a couple of hundred soldiers with a force that numbers near to four thousand.”

That had all of them looking at her curiously, but Brynn only smiled. She had learned so much in her years with the Touel’alfar, and their understanding of battle, small and large, and had learned so much more during her time at the Walk of Clouds, studying the history of Behren more completely than the history of To-gai. She understood the Behrenese commanders’ expectations and likely reactions, particularly those of Yatol Grysh.

Yes, Brynn could smile. She knew her enemy at this point, understood his confidence and his eagerness to repeat the great victory he had known over Ashwarawu. She knew how to tease him with just that possibility, and then how to take it away, oh so brutally.

“He is not happy,” Juraviel said to Brynn later that same day, when the woman had come to see him and Cazzira and Agradeleous in their separate camp, up on the side of the cliff-facing that marked the boundaries between the two countries, and some distance from the main force.

“He hungers for blood,” Brynn said with obvious distaste.

“He hungers for adventure,” Cazzira explained. “Agradeleous is a patient creature, but you have kept him aside for months now, serving in no capacity other than mount and supply caravan. He considers himself your greatest warrior and has pledged his support for this fight, and yet—”

“I am the greatest warrior!” came the hissing voice, and all three turned to see Agradeleous entering the area, a dead elk over his shoulder—and the dragon was carrying it with complete ease, as if it was no more a burden than a shawl. “Or do you fear that your warriors will see the truth of me, and fall to their knees, pledging their allegiance to Agradeleous instead of to Brynn?”

“I fear only to show our enemies the true power before the optimum time to surprise them,” Brynn replied.

The dragon snorted, little bursts of flames spouting from his horselike snout. “I already showed them the power of Agradeleous’ wrath! In the south—”

“Where few escaped, and those, too horrified and disoriented to provide the truth of your power,” Brynn argued. “And need I remind you of the reports that your presence has been attributed to a trick of the Jhesta Tu? There is much more to winning a war than battle alone, dear Agradeleous.”

The dragon snorted again, as if Brynn’s reasoning about him being no more than some mystic trick was preposterous, though they had indeed heard such a tale from some Behrenese soldiers captured at one settlement.

“I will ride against Dharyan tomorrow afternoon,” Brynn announced.

“And I will fly against the city tomorrow afternoon!” Agradeleous announced. “You can choose whether you wish to ride that lunch you call Runtly, or a mount truly fit for one who would be queen!”

Juraviel and Cazzira both turned alarmed looks at Brynn, but the woman only smiled. “You will fly against the city tomorrow night,” she corrected. “I hope to fly with you, but if that is not possible, then you, and your other two riders, will know how to proceed.”

Brynn’s grin told them that there was much more to this, told them all that she had a definite plan, and one that gave her great confidence. And so they all gathered around and held silent, except for the occasional confirming grunt from Agradeleous, as she laid it out to them.

“A daring plan,” Cazzira said to Juraviel after the woman had gone. “One designed to exploit every weakness she recognizes within Yatol Grysh.”

The elf glanced over his shoulder, to see the dragon quite busy in devouring his elk, and not paying the two elves any heed. “And one designed to win without giving away the truth of the dragon,” he added. “Not to the Behrenese, but even more importantly, not to her own warriors.”

“You think that Agradeleous recognized the woman’s fears?”

“No, but I think that Brynn is too wise to reveal too much to anyone. She knows that even with Agradeleous, To-gai is sorely out-manned by the Chezru Chieftain.”

“And still she chooses to go after Dharyan, instead of clearing the steppes of the lesser forces.”

“It is because of that very fact that she knows she must strike, and hard,” said Juraviel, nodding and staring into the direction where Brynn and Runtly had ridden away, a grin of respect widening on his small and angular face.

“They were spotted traveling north through the valley of the Mazur Shinton, Yatol,” Carwan Pestle reported to Grysh. “A considerable force, several times larger than that Ashwarawu led against us.”

“And are there any dragons flying about them?” Grysh asked with obvious sarcasm, and a wry crooked smile. He looked away from the map tacked up on the wall to consider his attendant.

“The Dragon of To-gai leads them, we believe,” Pestle replied. “A woman, and not a wurm.”

Grysh laughed heartily. When the Jacintha soldiers had arrived, he had bidden them to come in quietly, thinking to turn them loose upon the steppes as soon as the weather softened into springtime. How glad he was now that he had delayed! And that he had kept their arrival relatively quiet! For the reports had been coming in daily that the new rebel, this Dragon of To-gai, had come down from the steppes and into Behren at the head of a considerable force.

“They say that she rode with Ashwarawu, you know?” Grysh asked, and Carwan Pestle nodded. “She wants revenge, and so she will come against us, oblivious to the fact that we now have more than twelve hundred new warriors at our disposal.”

“Shall we deploy them as we did against Ashwarawu, Yatol?”

“No,” Grysh said without hesitation. “This woman remembers well that disaster and she will no doubt look for signs of any armies camped nearby. Our guests are to remain in the city—no one is to leave! Not a Behrenese nor a Ru! Do you hear?”

“Yes, Yatol, it has already been ordered, all about the wall.”

“Let the Dragon of To-gai charge right up to our gates. Then we will hit her and her wretched band with a volley of destruction that will overwhelm them where they sit astride their pretty ponies.”

“Yes, Yatol.”

Grysh looked at the map, at the valley of the Masur Shinton. If the reports were correct, the Dragon of To-gai would arrive at Dharyan’s gates early that very evening. And there she would die, as Ashwarawu had died.

That thought did bring a twang of regret to Yatol Grysh, for his friend and trusted commander, Wan Atenn, rotting on the sun-baked stones of a far-distant southern wasteland, would not partake of this glorious victory.

But now he had seven Chezhou-Lei at his disposal, he reminded himself, his new advisor and the six who had come in from Jacintha. That would suffice to destroy utterly this pretentious rebel and her followers. Then Grysh would lead the force personally into To-gai, spending the summer moving across the steppes, bringing harsh justice to the upstart Ru. They would accept the rule of Behren, or they would die.

It was as simple as that.

“Mark the line, left and right,” Brynn instructed as her force of nearly a thousand neared Dharyan. She stretched out her front line, spacing the warriors widely, and squared them up to the city, its dark wall back-lighted by the fires burning within.

Beside her, Pagonel sucked in his breath, as did many others.

Brynn looked to him for support. She had pleaded with him not to come out there, but he had refused to be left behind, and in truth, she was glad that he had. Now that the time was upon her, Brynn did not think that she could get through this difficult beginning without him beside her.

But how much worse would it become if he was felled by an arrow?

Brynn growled that dark thought away. “Strike the torches!” the woman ordered, and the call went along the line, and those few brave volunteers who had agreed to wield the torches brought them up in a blaze.

“Cadence slow!” Brynn cried and the drummers began, beating out a slow pace, the whole of the force walking deliberately toward the distant wall. Those drums would be heard within Dharyan, Brynn knew, and in fact, she was counting on it.

More torches went up along that wall, and a voice called out, “Halt where you are and be recognized!”

“Do you not know me, Yatol Grysh?” Brynn cried back. “Have you not heard of the Dragon of To-gai?”

A great cheer went up behind her at that proclamation. “Well said,” Pagonel remarked, and it was just the bit of support that Brynn needed at that moment.

“First volley!” she yelled, and a thousand bows bent back and a thousand arrows soared into the dark sky, arcing for Dharyan. They were a long way out, though, and the barrage had little, if any, effect.

Little physical effect, Brynn knew, but this attack was not about that.

Brynn held aloft her sword and set it ablaze. The drums stopped.

“To-gai free!” she cried, and brought her sword sweeping down, and so began the charge, a thousand horses shaking the ground.

A second volley went away, and then a third, with more and more arrows making the wall, even taking down enemies.

Brynn gritted her teeth as they continued their charge, for they were getting close—too close, she feared! When would the response come?

Perched a few miles away, on the cliff-face of the To-gai plateau, Juraviel, Cazzira, and Agradeleous watched the line of torches snaking across the dark plain.

“They will fight without me again!” the dragon complained bitterly.

“No, this is no fight,” Juraviel explained. “She waits to turn.”

“They grow close,” said Cazzira.

“Brynn awaits the revelation,” Juraviel remarked. “She needs Yatol Grysh to show his strength to chase her away.”

Agradeleous grumbled and shook his head, obviously not catching on to it all.

“She centers the leading line of the charge,” Cazzira noted. “Brave, perhaps, but foolish will she seem if she is cut down.”

“Then she will lead as a martyr,” Juraviel said grimly, but his wince belied his stoic tone.

Arrows came out at them, as well as a few huge ballista bolts, giant spears creasing the air, close enough so that the charging warriors could hear them whistle past. The Dharyan catapults even fired, though their fiery pitch balls were easily spotted and avoided by the skilled To-gai-ru riders.

They were barely fifty yards from the wall by then, close enough to pick out forms scrambling in the torchlight, and so their volleys proved more deadly, and so the cries of agony began, at the wall, and then among the To-gai-ru ranks.

Brynn grimaced, but held fast her plan, knowing that many of these brave warriors would not ride out of this deadly place. They had all known that grim reality, and yet every man and woman in her army—every single one!—had volunteered to ride with her to the base of the wall. Still, this macabre game of nerves was starting to fray hers. “Commit them,” she whispered, a quiet plea to Yatol Grysh. “Show us our folly.”

Forty yards.

“Sweep left and right!” she ordered her band, though she understood that such a turn might actually leave more of them exposed.

Immediately, the well-drilled To-gai-ru line split down the middle, going left and right. For the skilled horsemen, who hunted the wild steppes while riding, the turn did nothing to deter their attack, and their arrows continued to skim the top of the wall.

But then came a cry from that wall, a familiar voice, speaking in the language of the To-gai-ru.

“A trap! A trap!” Ya Ya Deng, Ashwarawu’s informant, cried out, and then her words became a groan, and all who heard it understood that she had been silenced by a sword.

“Hold! Hold and center!” Brynn cried immediately, and how grateful she was for that unexpected assistance, for the excuse to keep her soldiers back a bit farther from the wall.

And not a moment too soon, for even as the split forces began re-forming at the center, and back out to more than fifty yards, the horns began to blow wildly within Dharyan and the top of the wall seemed to grow, as hundreds of soldiers stood up, bows in hand, letting loose a volley that would have surely devastated the force had they been closer. Even as it was, many warriors fell in that devastating volley, stuck with arrows or with their prized horses shot out from under them.

“A trap! A trap!” went the cry along the To-gai-ru line, on cue. “Run away! Run away!”

They milled about in seeming confusion, though in truth, the skilled horsemen knew exactly their course. They scooped up comrades, grabbed horses wandering riderless, and suffered the storm of another arrow volley.

And then they turned and fled, crying out in seeming despair.

All along the Dharyan wall, a cry of victory erupted, with soldiers throwing their arms into the air and yelling out for Yatol Grysh. In the courtyard behind them, the Yatol stood with his seven Chezhou-Lei commanders.

“The Dragon of To-gai!” one spat. “She turns and flees at the first resistance! Coward Ru!”

The others murmured their agreement with the assessment.

“They have ridden all the day,” the supremely confident Yatol Grysh told his commanders. “Take your men and their horses, hunt them down, and kill them.”

It was an order eagerly received. Within only a few minutes, Dharyan’s western gate swung wide and the ground shook under the hoofbeats of nearly fifteen hundred cavalry, the Jacintha warriors and a good portion of the Dharyan garrison beside them.

They came out strong, barely taking the time to form into any coherent groupings, and swung to the south, thundering away in full gallop.

Soon after, the fleeing To-gai-ru force was spotted, still running south, paralleling the plateau. Thinking their prey tiring, the Chezhou-Lei spurred their forces on even harder, gaining ground.

They came into the northern end of one narrow vale, split by a wide and shallow river, and saw the torches of the fleeing To-gai-ru streaming out the southern end, only a quarter of a mile ahead.

Up went the war cries, the leaders and their soldiers bending low over their mounts, thinking their victory, over a tired and battered foe, at hand.

And then their world changed, so abruptly, so stunningly, as both hills, left and right, came alive with swarms of To-gai-ru warriors, as the Dragon of To-gai’s three thousand hidden warriors sprang up, raining death from on high.

At the south end of the valley, Brynn called for a halt and turn, re-forming her line. She didn’t turn them loose immediately, but let the rain of death continue, let the Behrenese ranks break apart with terror and confusion, let them thin as soldier after soldier was plucked from his horse.

Then came the charge, left and right, the To-gai-ru forces closing like the jaws of death, angling to seal off any retreat.

And then came Brynn’s charge, in a long and thin line, bows humming and then swords clashing.

The Behrenese had nowhere to flee, and no time to regroup into any semblance of a defensive formation. Nor could the Behrenese shoot from horseback with anywhere near the speed and accuracy of the skilled To-gai-ru hunters. Brynn had shaped the battlefield perfectly to fit her forces, and had used the overconfidence of Yatol Grysh to coax his soldiers from behind their defensive walls, out into the open, where they were no match for the fierce To-gai-ru riders.

And she eagerly led the way in for close combat when the time was upon them, her fiery sword flashing death to any Behrenese who wandered too close.

In truth, most were merely trying to flee. That only heightened the slaughter.

“My night has just begun,” Brynn said to Pagonel when the battle had ended. She found the mystic hard at work tending the wounded, though he had not escaped unharmed, and showed a bright line of blood across his upper arm where an arrow had creased his skin.

The mystic nodded. “You understand the power you now unleash?” he asked.

“I understand that Dharyan will fall in the morning,” Brynn grimly replied. “Whatever the cost.”

The mystic nodded and Brynn turned Runtly and galloped away to the west, to the base of the plateau divide.

Her friends were waiting for her, Juraviel and Cazzira already sitting astride the great dragon, who was back in his more natural, and more imposing, winged form.

“I feared that we would have to leave without you,” Juraviel remarked, obviously greatly relieved to see the woman still alive and unharmed.

“This is not a fight I wish to miss,” Brynn replied, climbing up atop the dragon’s lowered neck.

“We marked well the ballista emplacements,” Cazzira informed her.

Brynn nodded. “A few, perhaps,” she agreed. “But the prize I seek is greater.”

“Their great spears are the only weapons which can prevent me from razing the city wholly,” the dragon argued.

“We will break their heart and their will, and so Dharyan will fall,” was all that Brynn would offer at that moment.

Up they went, high into the dark sky, and in moments, the lights of Dharyan were in clear sight.

How much brighter they would soon burn!

Brynn brought the dragon around to the north and then to the east, knowing full well that all of Dharyan’s eyes were straining south and west.

Agradeleous climbed high into the dark sky, then he turned and held for just a moment, and then he plummeted, gaining speed. With a tremendous rush, his wind alone blasting surprised guards from the northeastern wall, the dragon crossed over the city. Despite Brynn’s instructions, he did veer to cross right above one ballista emplacement, his raking claws and sweeping tail destroying it and its crew as he rushed past. And then he turned for his primary target, and it was not difficult to spot, for the temple of Dharyan was easily the largest structure in the city.

He pulled up before it and loosed his fiery breath, blowing out the eastern windows, lighting the wooden supports.

He shifted up higher and breathed again, and then a third time, his breath igniting fires all about the structure.

Below on the streets, the people cried and rushed for cover, and Agradeleous dropped upon them, strafing a line of fire along one avenue, starting fires along the rows of houses and storefronts.

Behind Brynn, Juraviel and Cazzira worked their bows wildly, sending lines of stinging arrows out at any soldiers they could spot.

“Enough, Agradeleous!” Brynn cried repeatedly, but the dragon wasn’t hearing her, or wasn’t paying her any heed if he was! He swept along above the streets, his tail thrashing destruction, his claws snapping down at any soldiers he caught in the open, his breath sweeping out to immolate any who were not fast enough or cunning enough to get out of the way.

Soldiers died in that rush, but many more civilians fell to Agradeleous. Women died and children died, and Brynn had to fight back the bile in her throat.

Gradually, the defense began to organize, and arrows whizzed up about the riders, many striking the dragon, bouncing harmlessly off his scales or scoring hits upon his leathery wings.

And Brynn continued to scream at the beast, commanding him to fly away, as they had planned.

And Agradeleous continued to rain death and destruction, all the way to the front gates of the great city, which he leveled with a single blast of his fiery breath.

Finally, the dragon flew off, back into the darkness of night, leaving the screams and the rumble of great fires, behind him. He reached the cliff-facing, but did not land and let his riders down. No, he went up higher, searching among the heights until he found a loose boulder that he could scoop up with his great clawed feet. Then he turned and swept back for Dharyan, flying high above the city, too high for the archers or the ballistae to reach him.

He dropped the boulder, aiming perfectly for the largest fire in the city, and the huge stone smashed through the roof of the Dharyan’s temple.

“I can do this all night!” the dragon boasted.

Brynn just wanted to be put back down, and so she ordered the dragon to take her back to where she had left Runtly.

And Agradeleous did so, then he flew off with the two elves, up the cliff-facing to find more boulders and then back over Dharyan to randomly bomb the place.

Brynn came back into the To-gai-ru encampment with a heart heavy from the destruction she had witnessed on the field and especially in the city. One scene in particular, a group of women immolated by dragon fire while they ran along a street, hung thick in her thoughts.

But the warrior woman could not deny that the battle had gone almost exactly as she had planned. More than a thousand Behrenese warriors lay dead in the Masur Shinton valley, and no doubt hundreds more, soldier and civilian, had died in the dragon raid in the city. And the temple of Dharyan was still burning, and would be a complete ruin by morning.

Brynn’s own losses had not been substantial. Carving and preparing the battlefield to her choosing had given all the advantage to her warriors and they had used it to near perfection.

Now Dharyan lay ripe for the taking.

But for Brynn, exhaustion had set in, and that only exacerbated the feelings of remorse and of guilt. She said not a word as she walked Runtly into the To-gai-ru encampment, did not even acknowledge the shouts and cheers that erupted around her. She went straight to Pagonel, still at his work in tending the many wounded—only To-gai-ru wounded, for the Behrenese had all been put to swift death on the field—slid down from Runtly and fell into the mystic’s waiting arms.

He hugged her close and she buried her face in his strong shoulder, not wanting those around her to see the tears in her eyes.

“What have I done?” she whispered.

“You have struck a blow against your oppressors that will be heard throughout the steppes and throughout Behren,” the mystic answered softly. “You have given your people a chance to break free.” Pagonel pushed Brynn out to arm’s length and looked her right in the eye. “You have given them hope and the courage to fight back.”

“Even if they all should die in the war,” Brynn said with biting sarcasm, but to her surprise, the mystic only smiled.

“Even if they all should die in the war,” he echoed softly, and firmly, and he nodded and smiled, reminding Brynn that some things, perhaps, were worth dying for.

“What is next?” the mystic asked.

“We will deliver our terms for surrender in the morning,” Brynn answered.

“Yatol Grysh is a stubborn one,” said Pagonel.

“Then he will endure a night of dragon fire the likes of which the world has not seen in centuries,” Brynn replied, and there were no more tears at that time, just a determination so cold and so grim that it sent a shiver coursing down Pagonel’s hardened spine.

The next morning, Brynn rode at the head of a column of nearly four thousand To-gai-ru warriors, closing to within fifty yards of Dharyan’s wall.

“They are all dead, Yatol Grysh,” she called out. “Send forth an emissary or your city will be destroyed around you.”

She let it go at that, and when no rider came forth from Dharyan’s blasted gate, Brynn motioned for her warriors to encircle the place. None would flee Dharyan, and none would enter without her knowing of their approach.

That night, she took Agradeleous over the city again and again, blasting his fire and dropping rocks from on high, above the reach of the Dharyan defenses. Her warriors, too, came forward in short and unexpected bursts, showering fiery arrows into the city.

The next morning, smoke hanging as heavy as the cries of lamentation in the air, Brynn approached the city again, and again called out for an emissary, and this time, she was answered.

A lone rider exited the gate, bearing a white flag of truce. He was not a skilled horseman, obviously, and he nearly fell off several times as he galloped his horse up before the warrior woman.

“I am Carwan Pestle,” he introduced himself. “Emissary of Yatol Grysh.”

“Come to discuss the terms of surrender,” Brynn remarked, and looked over at Pagonel, for she noted that the man looked quite nervous, and uncomfortable, as if he would have to deliver words she did not wish to hear.

“My Yatol instructs me to inform you that he has near to two thousand To-gai-ru slaves within the city,” Carwan Pestle began slowly and uncertainly.

“Two thousand reasons for him to evoke my ire no further,” Brynn replied.

“He bids you to ride away, back to your own land,” Carwan Pestle continued, and he was shaking so hard that it seemed as if he would fall off his horse. “Be gone, Dragon of To-gai, else those slaves will be executed, and most horribly.”

Brynn didn’t blink, but simply, slowly, nodded and turned to Pagonel. “Tell me, my Jhesta Tu friend, how long would it take for Yatol Grysh to organize such a mass murder as that?”

“Hours, I would guess,” Pagonel said with equal calm.

Brynn turned back to Carwan Pestle. “Then I will not give him hours,” she said, simply.

Carwan Pestle stared at her curiously, not understanding. “Is that the message you wish for me to return to my Yatol?”

“You?” Brynn asked incredulously. “Oh, no, my good man Carwan Pestle. I intend to deliver my message personally.” She looked over one shoulder, to Pagonel, then over the other, to the line of her commanders. “Now,” she said. “Sack Dharyan, and extra rations to the man who brings me the dog, Grysh!”

Before Carwan Pestle could even begin to respond, the To-gai-ru line erupted in battle cries, and in the thunder of charging horses.

The response from the Behrenese wall was minimal and fleeting, with the soldiers, mostly civilians pressed into emergency service, throwing down their weapons and fleeing back for their homes. Like a dark flood, the To-gai-ru rolled through the gate and widened out to engulf all the streets, and then above them came mighty Agradeleous and his two riders, swooping in low to blast away any pockets of resistance with a purging gout of flame.

It was over before midday, with all resistance broken, and with most of the two thousand To-gai-ru slaves freed—and many taking up arms against their oppressors.

The killing went on through the day and night, and Brynn heard so many disturbing reports of rape and execution.

On Brynn’s orders, no further destruction of property was allowed, and only combatants were to be killed, but it seemed obvious to her that many of her warriors were using any excuse they could find to label Behrenese as combatants, and many of the freed slaves would not walk away without exacting the harshest retribution upon those who had so badly mistreated them.

Late the next morning, a fat, whining man was brought out before Brynn and thrown down in the dirt at her feet. He looked up, his hands entwined in a pleading position.

“Yatol Grysh,” explained one of the two To-gai-ru warriors who had brought him out. “We found him hiding in a deep wine cellar, trembling with fear.”

“The coward!” the other warrior said, and he spat in Grysh’s face.

“Please, I beg of you!” Grysh pleaded. “I am a rich man. I can pay.”

“I do not want your money,” Brynn said to him. “I want your people out of my city.”

It took a moment for the words to register to those around her, but when they did, they brought whoops of delight from the To-gai-ru and a wide-eyed stare of disbelief from Yatol Grysh.

“Bring the emissary to me,” Brynn instructed Pagonel, and the mystic rushed off to find Carwan Pestle.

“You cannot think to hold Dharyan,” Yatol Grysh dared to say.

“Not Dharyan, no,” said Brynn, moving about him and putting her finger to pursed lips as if she was working through some details even then. “No, that is a Behrenese name, and not one I desire. No, we will name it Dharielle. Yes, that is a fitting name.”

Triumphant cries erupted all about her, and as the news filtered down the streets, more and more took up the chant of “Dharielle!”

Pagonel and Carwan Pestle arrived soon after.

“Yatol!” the poor Shepherd cried, and he moved for his master but was easily detained by the mystic.

“You were my witness to the conquest and so you shall be my witness before the court of the Chezru Chieftain,” Brynn said to the confused man. “Tell him that To-gai is free, and that any Behrenese caught uninvited upon our soil will be killed. Tell him that this city, Dharielle, is now part of To-gai.

“Tell him,” she said, moving very close and imposing, staring so hard at the man that he seemed to wilt before her, “that if he ever again sends a single soldier against me, I will burn Jacintha to the ground, and him along with it.”

“You fool!” cried Grysh, and somehow, as if he had only then realized that he had absolutely nothing left to lose, he found the strength to stand before her. “Heathen, barbarian dog! He is the God-Voice, the chosen avatar of Yatol! He is—”

Brynn looked to some of her soldiers around her and ended the tirade with two simple words. “Hang him.”

The next day, every surviving Behrenese man, woman, and child marched out the eastern gate, down the long and difficult stone-paved roads through the empty desert, exiting the city right beneath the wind-twisting corpse of the man who had ruled over them for decades.


Chapter 27
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Ghost Town

CARWAN PESTLE HAD ENTERED THE SAME CHAMBER TENTATIVELY ONLY A FEW months before, nervous then because he had been sent by Yatol Grysh to beg for hundreds of soldiers. How much greater that nervousness was now for the poor Shepherd, walking into the chamber of the Chezru Chieftain with the news that Yatol Grysh had failed, that all twelve hundred of the soldiers the Chezru Chieftain had sent to Dharyan were dead, and that Dharyan had fallen!

Merwan Ma shot Pestle a truly sympathetic look as the young man, so much like Merwan Ma in many ways, made his slow way about the room, to stand right before the seated Yakim Douan.

They already knew much of the tale, Carwan Pestle realized, from the sympathy of Merwan Ma to the intense expression on the face of the Chezru Chieftain. The man wasn’t even looking up at him, but was staring straight ahead, his thumb and index finger fiddling with his bottom lip.

With his free hand, the Chezru Chieftain motioned for Carwan Pestle to speak.

“I hardly know where to begin, God-Voice,” the Shepherd remarked, his voice quivering.

“Is Yatol Grysh dead?”

“He was hanged by the Dragon of To-gai.”

Yakim Douan’s fierce eyes turned up to bore into the poor man. “The Dragon of To-gai?” he echoed. “Pray you tell me, who, or what, is the Dragon of To-gai.”

“A woman,” Pestle stammered. “A young and small woman. But fierce, God-Voice.”

“Then it is not a true dragon, as if one of the legends of old.”

“But she is!” the Shepherd explained, or tried to. “A great beast! She flew over the city at night, her fiery breath setting great fires. On the first night, she destroyed the temple, and killed so many!” He was gasping as he spoke, so overwhelmed that he seemed to be running out of breath with each word.

“And then she flew up high, God-Voice! So high, and dropped great stones upon us! We could do nothing to harm her!”

Yakim Douan patted his hand in the air, trying to calm the man, and eventually, Pestle did pause and take a deep breath.

“And this dragon killed three twenty-squares of my soldiers?” the Chezru Chieftain asked. “Alone?”

“No, God-Voice. The Dragon of To-gai came with a great army—thousands of warriors! I do not know that she even took her dragon form in that battle, and in the end, when she swept over our wall and conquered Dharyan, she was in the guise of a human, a simple woman.”

“Not so simple, I would say,” Douan said dryly.

“They killed so many,” Carwan Pestle lamented. “And their warriors took great liberties with our women, and then murdered many.”

“But most of the citizens of Dharyan came down the desert road?”

“Yes, God-Voice. She sent us out into the desert with hardly any food and water. We were lucky to make the Dahdah Oasis with only a few losses. Many are still there, hoping to return to their homes once you destroy this dragon.”

“She occupies Dharyan?”

“She has changed the name, calling it Dharielle now.”

Yakim Douan nodded. “And tell me, Shepherd Pestle, were any Jhesta Tu mystics involved in this unprovoked and heinous attack?”

“She had one beside her, God-Voice. A man of middle age—some say that he was the same one who had fought at Dharyan with Ashwarawu, though I cannot be certain.”

“Likely, he is,” Douan replied with a knowing chuckle.

“God-Voice?”

Yakim Douan held his hand up to calm the man. “Rest easy, Shepherd Pestle. You will have your homes back soon enough.”

“But the dragon …”

“She will fall, quite dead, and her warriors will be sent running back to their forsaken steppes. And there, I will catch them and punish them. Oh, yes, all of To-gai will rue the day that this dragon-woman came into their midst.” He finished with a nod and wave of his hand, and a smile so wicked and confident that it surely bolstered Carwan Pestle.

The Shepherd bowed and exited the room.

“Damn her!” Yakim Douan exploded, the moment the young man was gone, surprising Merwan Ma, who, like Pestle, had believed that the God-Voice had all of this under complete control. “Damn this witch and the Jhesta Tu! And damn Yatol Grysh, the failure!”

“God-Voice, it seems as if he was overwhelmed …” Merwan Ma dared to interject.

“Overwhelmed?” the Chezru Chieftain echoed incredulously. “Overwhelmed by a ragtag band of To-gai-ru? Yatol Tohen Bardoh captured half of To-gai with fewer warriors than Grysh had at his disposal, and that was on the open plains, not huddled behind a fortified city wall! No, he erred. He erred badly, as Kaliit Timig erred. We are playing to our enemy’s strengths, don’t you see? We are underestimating them.”

“But what of this dragon, God-Voice? Surely neither the Kaliit nor Yatol Grysh could have anticipated—”

“A trick, likely,” Douan insisted. “The Jhesta Tu can do such illusions, I am told.”

“But you heard Carwan Pestle. He claimed that it was a great beast, a dragon of legend.”

“And in the dark night, with fires burning and the city under siege, and likely bombardment from distant catapults, everything that he heard or saw would be multiplied many times over by sheer terror. A dragon? Well, perhaps this fool To-gai-ru woman is such a beast, or has harnessed such a beast. They do exist, or did, and so it is not impossible.”

“But then, what are we to do?”

“Kill it,” the Chezru Chieftain said calmly. “As we kill all of them. Dragons are not immortal, nor are they invulnerable. Send every scholar to the library to study every legend and detail about such creatures. This Dragon of To-gai has won twice, but both with the element of surprise. The next force we send against her will be ready to deal with any dragon, I assure you. Phalanxes of great bows and poison-tipped arrows will bring the beast down.”

Douan paused and chuckled. “If there even is such a beast, and I doubt that there is. But nonetheless, my time of showing any leniency or mercy to To-gai is at its end. They dare to conquer Dharyan? Well, I will respond, do not doubt. As I promised Pestle, I now promise you. Call up all the men of Jacintha. Assemble the garrisons. In a fortnight, we will send fifteen thousand soldiers marching to retake Dharyan, and with them will be the greatest engines of war we can devise. Let the Dragon of To-gai show herself. Perhaps her fiery breath will kill a few, but then she will fall, right before the stunned and horrified eyes of her foolish followers. And then where will they turn?

“Back to the steppes of To-gai? Ah, but we will pursue them, from Dharyan and from the south, where Yatol Tohen Bardoh will march with fifteen thousand more soldiers.”

Merwan Ma rocked back on his heels, amazed by how profoundly this disaster had sparked his master to action. Over the last years, skirmishes against To-gai had been just that—minor battles. But now the God-Voice was readying for an all-out war against the people of the steppes, as he had done a decade and more before.

The Shepherd left the audience room quite unsteadily, quite shaken, but also quite reassured that his master was in control.

Yakim Douan paced for a long time, growing more and more agitated. How dare these ungrateful To-gai-ru strike so boldly and mercilessly into Behren? Hadn’t he brought the barbarians some semblance of civilization? Hadn’t he brought a better way of life to the wilderness of To-gai?

His breath coming in short and harsh rasps, the Chezru Chieftain continued to pace, kicking his heels against the floor with each step.

A sudden burning pain erupted in his left shoulder, spreading like a wave of fire down his arm. Douan stumbled and nearly fell over. His vision blurred briefly, and when it cleared, the man realized that he was sitting in his chair again.

And now the pain was in his chest.

Yakim Douan struggled to regain his footing, then stumbled to the door. He started to call out for Merwan Ma, but changed his mind, realizing where he had to go, and realizing that he had to go there alone.

Step by step, the stubborn old man made his way along the corridors to the chalice room. The pain had lessened considerably by then, but still Yakim Douan grabbed up the chalice eagerly, so much so that he spilled some of the blood on his robes and the floor. Clutching the chalice to his chest, the man fell into the magical gemstone, diving into its swirling gray depths.

He went inside himself, trying desperately to find the harmony of his body, the natural and healthy rhythm. He began to breathe easier almost immediately, and not from his healing powers, but merely from his realization that nothing serious had befallen him, a point accentuated by a series of loud belches.

Yakim Douan laughed at himself and his desperation, a clear reminder of how much he had to lose. He was immortal, but only as long as he remained in control of the situation about him. If a sudden, burning attack felled him, would he be able to spiritually connect himself to the hematite in time to soar out and find a replacement body?

Yakim rubbed the base of the chalice, his fingers separated from the gemstone by a thin sheet of metal. He could feel its presence in there, its tangible power to take him across the generations and the centuries.

A crash from the back of the room startled him, and he turned to see Merwan Ma standing there, a look of both surprise and horror on his face, and a plate of utensils, the sacrificial knife among them, lying on the floor at his feet.

Yakim considered his own appearance, clutching the chalice, blood on him and on the floor, in light of Merwan Ma’s expression, and he knew at once that the Shepherd understood that there was something more to this chalice.

“Ah, yes, my young attendant,” the Chezru Chieftain said with as much calm as he could muster. “Finishing your duties before going out to the Chezhou-Lei, I see.”

Merwan Ma stammered something undecipherable, but otherwise did not respond. He bent low and picked up the utensils.

“What is it?” Yakim Douan asked bluntly, and coldly, and with enough authority to freeze the poor young man where he knelt.

“God-Voice?”

“You are surprised to see me in here.”

“Yes, God-Voice. I had thought that you would rest in your audience chamber.”

“But it is much more than that, is it not?” Yakim Douan asked slowly and deliberately, moving toward Merwan Ma with each word.

“God-Voice?”

“What do you know of the chalice?”

Merwan Ma began stammering the typical responses concerning the rituals and supposed powers of the sacred chalice, and Yakim Douan let him ramble for some time. Each remark seemed more of an excuse, a front, than anything from the man’s heart, though, and so the perceptive Douan began to understand the truth of it, that Merwan Ma knew about the hematite in the chalice.

The Chezru Chieftain sent his spirit into that gemstone, used the portal that was the stone to let him fly free suddenly of his physical body. He didn’t slow as he came free, but soared straight for the unsuspecting Merwan Ma, his spirit rushing right into the man, laying bare his soul for Yakim Douan to see.

And he knew then, in that instant, that Merwan Ma did indeed know of the hematite, and that it was the presence of that gemstone, along with Yakim Douan’s clutching of the chalice, that had prompted the horrified look upon his face.

Confronted by the spirit of the God-Voice, the poor Shepherd fell back, toppling over to a seated position on the floor, one arm up over his face defensively, as if warding the man away.

Yakim Douan was already in retreat anyway, rushing back to his body, afraid to give too much away here to the curious Shepherd. He went back into his own body and blinked his physical eyes.

“What is it, my son?” he asked innocently.

Merwan Ma gradually relaxed, but only somewhat. He pulled himself to his feet and tried to act as if all was normal. But Yakim Douan saw the truth for what it was. Merwan Ma knew, and was afraid because he knew.

“I must clean these once more,” the young man stuttered.

“Go, then,” Yakim Douan replied cheerily. “But out to the Chezhou-Lei first. Your duties here can wait.”

Merwan Ma paused a moment and stared at his master, but then answered, “Yes, God-Voice,” bowed repeatedly, and shrank back out of the room.

Yakim Douan growled in frustration at his own carelessness. He replaced the chalice and wiped the blood from the floor, then moved out of the room back to his own private quarters, cursing with every step.

Merwan Ma knew, and he could not tolerate that. He would miss the young Shepherd greatly.

Chezhou-Lei Shauntil stood at rigid attention before the Chezru Chieftain, the God-Voice, and now—given the disaster at the Mountains of Fire, the failure and honorable suicide of the Kaliit—the only real authority left in the proud warrior’s existence.

“You understand the statement of your mission?” Yakim Douan asked.

“To instate Merwan Ma as governor of Dharyan,” the warrior recited. “To drive the To-gai-ru from the city and reclaim it for you, then to pursue the rebels onto the steppes, under the leadership of Yatol Tohen Bardoh, destroying them utterly and returning to you the head of this foul woman, the Dragon of To-gai.”

“You understand the truth of your mission?”

“As stated,” the warrior replied, and he squared his shoulders and puffed out his massive, muscled chest. “Except that it is Carwan Pestle who is to serve as governor until a Yatol can be put in place.”

“Because?”

“Merwan Ma will die in a battle.”

Yakim Douan nodded and turned away, bitter about issuing such a command against the Shepherd who had become his friend over the last years. He had known for a long time that perhaps he had become too close to Merwan Ma, and now the incident at the chalice had sealed the young man’s fate. Yakim Douan simply could not take the chance that Merwan Ma had learned too much, for the mere existence of the hematite would damn him in the eyes of many of the Yatols. Their religion was unbending on this point, that the gemstones were the tools of the demons, were the perverse religious articles favored by the heathen Abellicans in the north.

Merwan Ma knew of the hematite in the chalice, and could easily guess at Douan’s connection with it. That revelation, should the Shepherd ever make it, might lead some to guess the truth of Transcendence. And that, of course, the Chezru Chieftain could never suffer to pass.

Still, it bothered him more than a little to so order the death of Merwan Ma. At least he was allowing the man to die honorably. Yes, he would hold a great celebration of the life of Merwan Ma when the tragic news returned to Jacintha.

“Leave as soon as the engines of war, and those designed to defeat the dragon, are prepared,” he instructed the Chezhou-Lei. “On the road, your word is rule, as it remains even when Yatol Tohen Bardoh joins you after the recapture of Dharyan, on all matters military. Yatol Tohen Bardoh understands the value of the Chezhou-Lei, I assure you. He knows his place in this ugly business.” The last words sent a shiver along Yakim Douan’s spine. Indeed, Yatol Tohen Bardoh knew well the means of terrorizing a conquered people. Douan had pulled the man back from To-gai, not because he was ineffective, but because he seemed to be enjoying himself a bit too much. Now, given the sudden turn and the utter stubbornness of the To-gai-ru, Douan wondered if he hadn’t made a mistake in relieving the brutal man.

It didn’t matter, he told himself and he waved Chezhou-Lei Shauntil out of his private room. He had other matters to attend—primarily the selection of a new personal attendant, one who would watch over him as he came to maturity in his new body. Only after realizing that he had to get rid of Merwan Ma had the Chezru Chieftain come to understand the depth of his mistake in becoming so close to the man over the years, not only because of his personal grief at having him killed, but because he had not bothered to seed the pool of potential replacements in the event of some unforeseen tragedy.

Again, it didn’t matter, he told himself. Transcendence was a couple of years away, at least, and in that time, he would undoubtedly find some overpious fool eager to assume the duties.

Brynn, Pagonel, Juraviel, Cazzira, and Agradeleous watched the marching force with a mixture of awe and amusement. Never had any of them seen such an array of sheer power, with thousands of marching soldiers and hundreds of cavalry, and great war engines, from catapults to gigantic spear-throwing ballistae. This was the power of Behren, the might that had swarmed over To-gai and that kept the often imperialistic Bearmen of Honce-the-Bear, even with their gemstone-wielding Abellican monks, at bay.

“And so I see why you chose not to defend Dharyan,” Juraviel said to Brynn. Indeed, Brynn had taken her entire force out of the city soon after sending the refugees down the eastern road toward Jacintha. The To-gai-ru warriors had moved south of the city and were now hiding in the desert, while Brynn and the others had come there, just east of Dharyan, to view the response from Jacintha.

“I did not know it would be so overwhelming,” the woman admitted.

Agradeleous snorted, hardly agreeing with that assessment.

“They have prepared for you,” Juraviel remarked to the dragon, pointing out the ballistae. “One strike from those would take you down to the ground.”

The dragon snorted again, unimpressed.

“We could not have held Dharyan,” Pagonel remarked. “Not even for a single day against this force.”

“We cannot, can never, fight the Chezru Chieftain, army to army,” Brynn explained. “We will frustrate him and his commanders and make them all see that a continuing war is not in their best interests.” She turned to the dragon. “This is where you will show your greatest value to our cause, Agradeleous. Pagonel will help us to forage, what little there is to find, but—”

“More than a little,” the mystic put in.

Brynn nodded deferentially, not wanting to underestimate the Jhesta Tu in any way. She was quite sure that Pagonel’s understanding of the land would prove invaluable. But still, she knew that it would not be enough, not for her warriors and not for their horses. “But,” she continued, “it will be Agradeleous with his great speed and strength who will truly supply us. Fly out at night to a river and return to us with buckets of water. Descend upon a herd of deer and bring us more meat than we could possibly consume!”

“There are thousands of you,” the dragon remarked, seeming not quite convinced.

“I hold faith in Agradeleous,” Brynn answered. “We will construct a great platform and use heavy ropes with which you can bear it.” Brynn turned to the others, to see the elves nodding with more than passing curiosity and Pagonel rubbing his chin, considering it all.

“If we can stay mobile, and independent of the few known watering holes, then the Behrenese will have a difficult time in catching us,” Brynn explained. “We can maneuver about them and strike wherever they are weakest.”

“Then we must always know where they intend to be next,” said Pagonel, turning a wry look upon Brynn. The two had already discussed this somewhat, with the mystic explaining that he would serve her well as a spy.

“They have many To-gai-ru slaves among them,” Juraviel noted.

Brynn looked from the elf to the mystic. She really didn’t want to be apart from him, considering him an advisor who, in many ways, was even superior to Belli’mar Juraviel. Pagonel understood the Behrenese as well as she did, and knew even more about the Yatol religion that so dominated the desert people.

But she couldn’t deny that her only advantage here was information, was knowing her enemy better than they knew her, and so, after many moments of staring hard at her dear Jhesta Tu friend, she finally nodded her assent.

Pagonel leaned over and kissed her for luck, then slipped around the back of the sand dune, disappearing into the desert sands.

That same night, as the Behrenese army camped in sight of the city now called Dharielle, their contingent of To-gai-ru servants grew by one. Farther to the south, a dragon took to the air, bearing the warrior woman back to her army of four thousand. The two elves and Agradeleous did not stay with Brynn, but took to the air again, scouting the region, then settled back near to where they had parted ways with the Jhesta Tu mystic, to await his return.

More than two hundred To-gai-ru slaves had accompanied the Jacintha army on its long march from the east, nameless and faceless in the eyes of the superior-minded Behrenese, and so Pagonel slipped into the large encampment with little difficulty. He wore nondescript clothing, rags like all the other slaves, and kept his telling and magnificent sash about his waist, but under his large shirt.

He moved about the encampment for a long while that night, among the To-gai-ru gatherings, listening far more than speaking. Their talk of the Chezru Chieftain’s outrage reminded Pagonel just how dangerous this whole game had become. The might of Behren was sweeping, and dominating, and not even the mighty kingdom of Honce-the-Bear desired to match armies with the Chezru Chieftain. And now Brynn had turned all that might upon herself, against To-gai, and the only chance they had was in hitting the Chezru Chieftain where he did not expect it, continually flanking the massive armies and pecking away at vulnerable spots until the Behrenese decided that they had gone to too much trouble.

Looking at the encampment, a massive, well-prepared, well-drilled, and eager force, the mystic had to wonder if Brynn hadn’t stepped a bit too far over the line. He was somewhat bolstered, though, by the whispers of the prisoners whenever the quiet discussions turned to the Dragon of To-gai. Apparently Brynn’s fame had already spread—among the To-gai-ru slaves, at least—all the way to the coast. She would find many willing to join her army with each city conquered.

The next morning, the Behrenese army rolled in sight of Dharielle’s eastern wall, close enough so that the body of Yatol Grysh could be seen, still hanging before the closed gates. Now Pagonel paid close attention; there were several Chezhou-Lei warriors among the soldiers, he knew from their distinctive armor, and their hierarchy became apparent almost immediately, with one large and powerful warrior taking the lead in delegating commands. With frightening efficiency, the army set up its catapults and ballistae. Riders went out north and south, encircling the quiet city.

Pagonel noted that the Chezhou-Lei leader kept returning to two men, Chezru Shepherds by their dress and the styling of their hair, as if explaining his intent. Pagonel recognized one of them as the attendant of Yatol Grysh.

An hour passed, and then another, and the scouting riders returned with reports that no one had been spotted along the walls of the conquered city.

One of the Chezhou-Lei rode forward under a flag of truce, moving near to the city gates and calling out a greeting in Behrenese and in the To-gai-ru language. But of course there was no response from deserted Dharielle.

That only seemed to infuriate the Chezhou-Lei leader. He stormed over to where the To-gai-ru slaves had been gathered, selected one man randomly from the horde, then stalked away, dragging the man along.

A few minutes later, one of the catapults launched a living, screaming missile over the city wall.

The only responding sounds were the startled cries of the carrion birds within.

Pagonel studied the leader intently, then looked around at his To-gai-ru fellows, reading much from their grim expressions.

The Chezhou-Lei leader began barking a series of commands, and his army fell into its prescribed positions. The catapults let fly more conventional missiles of burning pitch and large rocks, and the ballistae held back, their great spears pointing toward the skies as if expecting the Dragon of To-gai to fly past at any time.

Batteries of archers sent a volley of arrows over the wall, but then they, too, held their shots, scanning the skies above.

And then came the charge, hundreds of horsemen thundering for the gates, foot soldiers falling into ordered defensive arrangements behind them. It was a feint, Pagonel knew, because the Behrenese would never lead with their cavalry, and sure enough, the horsemen got near to the wall, yelling and screaming, and then swung about to the south, running along the wall, looking for some enemy somewhere.

The foot soldiers swarmed for the eastern gate, a large ram leading the way.

They went through without resistance, swarming into the city, and then the cavalry went in right behind.

Pagonel took great amusement in the outraged expression of the Chezhou-Lei leader when he learned that the city, Dharyan once more, was deserted.

With great ceremony, the whole of the army, except for scouts sent to the west, entered Dharyan and began securing the place, putting the slaves to work at patching burned-out roofs and clearing rubble and dead bodies.

Soon after, the unknown Shepherd Pagonel had noted, Merwan Ma, was named by the Chezhou-Lei leader as governor of the city.

Several days went by uneventfully, and it was obvious to Pagonel that the Behrenese army—the bulk of it, anyway—wouldn’t remain in Dharyan for long. The mystic waited anxiously for the advance scouts to return, wondering if Brynn’s preparations for the deception had paid off. Soon after leaving the city, heading south, Brynn had sent many riders back to To-gai, where they were instructed to find as many of their compatriots as possible and begin a long procession—walking a wide loop—in sight of several outposter settlements, making it appear as if Brynn’s army had headed back to the west and melted into the grassy steppes.

She was counting on the Behrenese overconfidence again, with them convinced that the inferior To-gai-ru knew that they could not sustain any kind of a war against Behren.

During those days of waiting, Pagonel positioned himself so that he would be working near the building that had been designated as the command post of Dharyan, where both Governor Merwan Ma and the Chezhou-Lei leader, Shauntil, held audience. He couldn’t get into the place, not openly at least, for only selected slave women were allowed inside, but he made certain to befriend many of those women, so that he could continue his spying.

Finally, late one afternoon, a rider returned from the plateau and was taken for an immediate audience with the leaders.

The guards overseeing the work of Pagonel and others hardly seemed to take notice of the To-gai-ru, for they were as anxious for word as was Pagonel. They drifted away from the slaves, never looking back.

Pagonel slipped off to the side gradually, then darted behind a pile of rubble and down an alleyway at the side of the command building. With a glance around to make sure that no sentries were in sight, the mystic fell into his Chi and lifted his spirit, then easily scaled the building, moving beside a window that overlooked the main audience hall, where Merwan Ma, Carwan Pestle, and several Chezhou-Lei, including Shauntil, had gathered to hear the news from the scout.

“Of course they ran,” one of the Chezhou-Lei was saying. “That is their cowardly way. They knew that they could not hope to hold Dharyan against the might of Jacintha, and so they fled to their steppes.”

“They passed Dancala Grysh only a couple of weeks after taking Dharyan,” the scout reported, and Pagonel smiled in admiration of Brynn’s cunning deception. “They could be anywhere in the steppes now, or even disbanded.”

“They have not disbanded,” Shauntil insisted. “They follow this leader, blindly and to their doom. It is their way.”

“I was here when Ashwarawu attacked,” said another of the Chezhou-Lei. “Shauntil is correct in his assessment. They are like pack dogs, the To-gai-ru.”

“We will sweep the steppes,” Shauntil declared. “We will catch up with this Dragon of To-gai and give the To-gai-ru the harshest of lessons. When we leave, there will not be enough To-gai-ru men left to mount another attack against Behren.”

Some movement below alerted Pagonel that he had to get down, and he started to do so, but then heard Shauntil gruffly dismiss the other Chezhou-Lei, the scout, and Carwan Pestle, pointedly telling Merwan Ma that they needed to speak alone.

Pagonel flattened himself against the wall, not wanting to miss out on this private conversation. But as a Behrenese soldier walked along the alleyway below him, he knew that the chances were great that he would be spotted.

So he leaped out, diving down the fifteen feet atop the unsuspecting soldier. He flew right past the man, hooking him about the head as he did, and he immediately rolled about, his momentum snapping the poor soldier’s neck instantly.

The two went down in a heap, with Pagonel rolling away, over and over to absorb the blow. He came back quickly, dragging the soldier behind a pile of rubble in the alleyway, then stripping the body of its uniform and donning it himself.

When he got back to the window, the audience hall was empty. Pagonel moved along the ledge, then climbed again to the top floor of the three-story structure. Then some arguing guided him along, farther to the rear of the building, where he peeked in around a window.

There stood Merwan Ma, against one wall, his hands upraised, a look of sheer terror on his face. A few feet away stood Shauntil, a dead To-gai-ru slave on the floor behind him, a bloody dagger in his hand, pointed toward the new governor.

“You serve the Chezru Chieftain!” Merwan Ma cried.

Shauntil smiled wickedly. “Carwan Pestle will govern Dharyan until a suitable Yatol replacement can be found, while I assume the mantle of Governor General of the region, and all of To-gai.”

“Pestle can have it!” Merwan Ma conceded, quite willingly. “I only came out on the command of our common leader, and have no desire …” His words trailed away as a knowing, even more wicked, grin widened on the fierce Chezhou-Lei’s face.

Outside the window, Pagonel’s expression screwed up with curiosity, for it seemed obvious to him that the Chezru Chieftain, for some reason, had sent this poor Shepherd out there to be murdered.

“I have served him for many years,” Merwan Ma pleaded as the Chezhou-Lei approached. “I am his choice to oversee Transcendence!”

That last word came out with a gasp as Shauntil plunged the dagger into Merwan Ma’s belly.

“But you were murdered, Governor Merwan Ma, by a To-gai-ru slave, who was angered because you ordered her brother launched by catapult into the city,” the warrior explained, and he pumped his arm, stabbing the poor man again and again.

Shauntil stepped back and Merwan Ma collapsed to the floor.

“Yes, it hurts,” the warrior teased. “But I could not kill you efficiently, for, after all, you were killed not by a Chezhou-Lei, but by a poor, frantic slave woman.” With that, Shauntil tossed the knife to the floor between them and started for the door.

He paused, though, considering the blood on the robes he had put on, and with hardly a thought, he stripped the outer layer off and tossed it into the hearth, where the dying ember reignited about it.

He looked back to Merwan Ma, then left.

Pagonel dropped back down to the alleyway, his hands working the wall through his descent deftly, so that he landed lightly on his feet. He rushed to retrieve the dead soldier, knowing that time was of the essence, then hoisted the man on his back, moved to the base of the window, and climbed back up once more, this time moving through the open window and into the room.

A soft groan from Merwan Ma told him that the man was still alive, though barely.

Pagonel stripped off the injured Shepherd’s bloody clothing and tended the wound as quickly as he could, then put his own clothes on Merwan Ma, and put the Shepherd’s clothing on the soldier. He took up the knife and stabbed the dead man in the gut, then placed him as Merwan Ma had been placed.

He rushed to the hearth and pulled out an unburned edge of the robe, then held it to the embers and blew on them until it ignited. He brought his brand to a torn tapestry at the side of the hearth and set it ablaze, the flames spreading rapidly along the dried tapestry and old, dry wood. The mystic tossed the still-burning brand at the chest of the dead soldier, wincing as the fire began to catch. With a deep and steadying breath, Pagonel gathered Merwan Ma across his shoulders.

He heard voices on the stairs, then a shout of, “Fire!”

It was a movement that only a Jhesta Tu, and only a master of that order, could ever have accomplished. Pagonel ran full speed to the open window, reached into himself to buoy his body magically, then leaped out, across the alleyway, flying fifteen feet to the next roof. He sprinted across that roof, hardly slowing, then leaped again, right to the top of the south wall, and then, hardly slowing, hopped over that wall and fell the fifteen feet to the sand below, landing as softly as he could, bending as he hit to cushion the blow for the man draped about his shoulders.

Without delay, hearing shouts from at least one soldier who had spotted him—or had spotted something—the mystic laid Merwan Ma out straight at the very base of the wall and fell down beside him, working frantically to cover as much of them as possible with loose sand.

He heard more cries from above, but they weren’t directed at him, he realized, but at the fire that was now burning more furiously.

Pagonel lay very still, concentrating on his Chi. He brought his hands to Merwan Ma’s wounds and sent his hot life energy into them, transferring his strength, his healing, to the near-dead Shepherd.

The fire burned into the night, and cries of “Murder!” resonated about the streets. Pagonel could only listen with helpless horror as the Behrenese took out their anger over the murder of the new Governor of Dharyan on the other To-gai-ru slaves.

Gradually, the screaming died away, replaced by the quiet stillness of midnight.

Pagonel pulled himself from the sand, then lifted Merwan Ma across his shoulders, and in truth, he wasn’t even certain if the man was still alive.

And then he ran, out into the darkness, using the stars to guide him. He ran all through the night, and most of the next day, as well, pausing only periodically to use his healing energy on the gravely wounded Shepherd.

That night, he ran on again, tirelessly, stopping only when he heard a command to halt, issued in a telling melodic voice.

Only then did the mystic allow himself to realize his exhaustion, and he slumped into the sand, lowering Merwan Ma beside him.

“A fine gift,” Belli’mar Juraviel said to him when he awoke sometime later.

The mystic craned his neck to see Merwan Ma, wrapped in blankets across the small fire, with Cazzira sitting beside him and Agradeleous off in the background.

“It may be,” was all that the exhausted mystic could reply at that time, and he lowered his head and went back to sleep, knowing that he would need all of his strength and more if he was to have any chance of keeping Merwan Ma alive the next day.

It was late in the day before he awoke once more, to find Cazzira standing guard over Merwan Ma.

“Juraviel and Agradeleous flew out before the dawn, to keep watch over Dharielle,” she explained.

“Dharyan, once more,” Pagonel corrected, and he pulled himself up and moved toward the injured man.

“Eat first,” Cazzira offered, pointing to the side, to a steaming small pot, and Pagonel veered toward it. “Juraviel believes that the Behrenese will move soon.”

“Very soon,” the mystic replied. “Into To-gai in pursuit of the Dragon of To-gai and her army.”

Cazzira laughed.

“Who is he?” she asked a few moments later, pointing to the injured man.

“His name is Merwan Ma,” the mystic explained. “An attendant of the Chezru Chieftain, named governor of Dharyan and then nearly murdered, on orders from the Chezru Chieftain.”

Cazzira’s look was predictably puzzled.

“A Chezhou-Lei cut him down.”

“A rogue act, perhaps?”

Pagonel was shaking his head before she ever finished the question. “They are unquestioningly loyal to the Chezru Chieftain. Never would a Chezhou-Lei take such an action of his own initiative, not when it involved a man so closely tied to Chezru Douan.”

“But why?”

“That is what I hope to find out,” the mystic replied, and he took another sip of the stew, then wiped his mouth and moved beside Merwan Ma, falling right back into doyan du cad ray chi, “the warm healing hands.”

Belli’mar Juraviel and Agradeleous returned that night, bringing the welcome news that the bulk of the Behrenese army had marched west and were even then scaling the narrow passes of the plateau divide into To-gai.

“It was all that I could manage in keeping Agradeleous from attacking them,” the elf admitted a while later, when the dragon, after transforming back into his humanoid form, stalked off from the camp. “A killing rage grows within him. I know not how long we, and Brynn, will be able to control his fury.”

“Because he hates Behrenese?” Cazzira asked.

“Because that is the nature of dragons,” Pagonel interjected. “They are creatures of destruction, usually of random destruction. It is remarkable that you and Brynn have placated him enough to keep him in line thus far. Soon enough, I fear, we will see the true fury of Agradeleous.”

Belli’mar Juraviel looked out into the darkness, where the beast was out even then seeking some creature to tear and devour. A shudder coursed his spine.


Chapter 28
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With All the Weapons at Her Disposal

RUNTLY PLOWED THROUGH THE SOFT SAND, LABORING FOR BREATH BUT, LIKE THE three hundred To-gai ponies running beside him, not slowing. The feint against the walled city of Pruda had gone perfectly, with very few To-gai-ru lost to the city’s defensive volleys.

And predictably, before the fleeing To-gai-ru had gone far, Pruda’s gates had swung wide and their garrison of several hundred, along with a seemingly equal number of peasants, all eager to join in the slaughter, had come forth, some riding horses, some on camels, and many others just running behind, brandishing everything from fine swords to farming implements.

Brynn brought her riders along the base of one huge dune, then turned about it and paused, all riders fitting arrows to their bows.

On came the lead Behrenese pursuers, and the To-gai-ru kicked their mounts into another run. Many of the skilled riders of the steppes turned back in the saddle, trusting their mounts to run true, and began letting fly their arrows.

The Behrenese pursuit halted abruptly as the front ranks thinned. Brynn and her riders heard the calls for retreat, for a return to Pruda. When she looked back and confirmed that the Behrenese had broken off pursuit, she halted her force, and gradually turned it about, taking care to send spotters out wide to make sure that their enemies were indeed heading back to the safety of their walls.

Walls they would never reach, Brynn knew, for as she had led her small force and the pursuing Behrenese out into the desert, the bulk of her army had filtered in behind, taking up a position in front of Pruda.

When Brynn and her riders caught up to the retreating Behrenese, they found them stopped in their tracks, desperately trying to form into some semblance of a defensive formation, for they faced a force thrice their size, and one comprised of skilled, veteran To-gai-ru warriors.

Brynn had hoped it would go like this, with the Pruda garrison destroyed right before the city’s wall, in clear view of those terrified defenders remaining within Pruda. She noted the leaders of the doomed Behrenese soldiers huddling, likely discussing whether or not they should ask for quarter.

But that was not to be. Not there and not then.

Before their huddle had produced anything at all, Brynn brought Flamedancer up high above her head and cried out for the charge.

Showers of arrows led the way as the To-gai-ru encircled the force.

“They should have tried a charge straight through the line, back to their gates,” Brynn remarked to those around her. “Their cowardice has cost them all hope.”

Another volley of arrows rained on the Behrenese, and then another, and then came the charge. Even among the Behrenese soldiers, few offered any fight, for they were all too busy trying to scramble away, trying to find some hole in the To-gai-ru line to get back to their city.

Some did manage to get through, but of the force of nearly a thousand who had left Pruda in search of a glorious victory, more than nine hundred soon lay dead or dying on the bloodstained sands.

And a To-gai-ru army of four thousand now stood before the thinly manned gates.

Merwan Ma blinked open his eyes, quickly moving his hand up to shield them from the glare of the hot late-afternoon sun.

He heard the noise almost immediately, but it took him a long while to connect the sounds to the truth of them.

They were screams of terror.

The battered Shepherd forced himself up to his elbows, wincing with pain all the way. He didn’t know where he was, but he saw the white walls of a Behrenese city in the distance, swarming forms all about it, and lines of thick black smoke rising from many of the structures within.

The Shepherd’s heart sank.

“Pruda,” came a voice beside him, and he turned to see the Jhesta Tu mystic, his companion and his savior.

“Pruda?” Merwan Ma echoed, hardly able to get the name out of his mouth. “The greatest center of the arts and learning in all the kingdom. Oh, what are your friends doing?”

“They are fighting to be free.”

“Pruda is not a warrior city!”

“Obviously,” Pagonel dryly replied.

“They cannot destroy it,” Merwan Ma remarked, his words turning into a pained grunt as he tried unsuccessfully to sit up, only to wind up flat on his back, crying softly.

He felt the hot hands of Pagonel on his wounds a moment later, and though they surely brought relief, he tried to slap them away. “Savage!” he said. “Heathen barbarian!”

“But not one who would murder his supposed ally,” the mystic remarked, and that notion surely defeated Merwan Ma’s attempted resistance.

“Do you think this savagery?” the mystic asked.

“Can you name it any other thing?” came the incredulous reply.

“Do you think it savagery on a scale anywhere close to what the emissaries of your Chezru Chieftain have forced upon the people of the steppes?”

Merwan Ma’s generous lips grew very thin.

“You do not believe me.”

“My master is a generous and wise man,” the obedient Shepherd insisted with as much conviction as he could muster. “He is the God-Voice of Behren, who speaks to and for Yatol.”

Pagonel dropped a dagger beside the prone man. “Then do his bidding,” he remarked.

Merwan Ma stared from the dagger to the mystic. “A challenge?”

“A challenge to your conscience and your faith, perhaps,” said Pagonel. “Your God-Voice wished you dead, so take up the dagger and fulfill his plans for you. I promise that I will not try to heal you once you have plunged the dagger into your heart.”

Merwan Ma looked away. “It is a mistake,” he said. “A rogue Chezhou-Lei.”

“There are no rogue Chezhou-Lei,” Pagonel replied. “You know as much. That warrior acted upon the orders of your God-Voice, that you were to be killed and it would be made to look like a murder by a To-gai-ru slave. It is perfectly obvious, to me and to you.”

“You know nothing.”

“I know that you would be lying dead in Dharyan if I had not carried you away and tended your wounds.”

“And you think that I am therefore indebted to you?”

The mystic chuckled and shook his head. “I think that there is a mystery here, one that both of us do not quite understand, but that we both desperately wish to understand. There is a reason that your Chezru Chieftain wanted you dead, and I wish to know of it.”

Merwan Ma looked away.

“Consider my words and consider the truth, Merwan Ma,” Pagonel said. “There is something very wrong here, from your perspective. Perhaps you believe that you still owe loyalty to the man who would see you dead.”

Merwan Ma chewed on his lower lip and did not look back at Pagonel, and the mystic let it go at that, certain that the man was conflicted, at least.

It was a good start.

The mystic shielded his eyes and looked back to Pruda, and knew that the battle was over. Then he looked off to the south, where the two elves and the dragon were waiting, and he knew that Agradeleous would not be pleased that it had ended so quickly and cleanly, and without his aid.

“The Library of Pruda,” Brynn heard one of her soldiers mutter in obvious awe. And indeed, the woman felt the same way, for here before her was the great building, the most renowned and revered center of knowledge and learning in all of Behren, perhaps in all the world. Inside were shelves and shelves of parchments and tomes, ancient and new, along with some of the greatest artwork of years gone by. Here were the scriptures of Yatol, and the entire history of the Behrenese religion, along with a multitude of works about the Abellicans and their gemstones, copied from the great library in the monastery of St.-Mere-Abele.

There, before her, was the record of civilization.

“Do not damage this building,” she ordered those around her, on impulse, for Brynn was feeling the great weight of responsibility here. “Spread the word that the library is not to be desecrated.”

Skeptical expressions came back at her, but no questions; none would question the Dragon of To-gai, who had led them to yet another great victory.

Almost none.

“It is, in part, a Yatol temple,” came a familiar voice behind her, and she turned to see Pagonel’s approach.

“It is much more than that,” Brynn replied.

The mystic moved up beside her and did not disagree. “Why do you distinguish between this place and all of the others that have fallen before you?” he asked.

Brynn looked at him and smirked, well aware that he was testing and teaching her. With his typical distance, he was asking her the question so that she could ask it of herself, so that she could formulate her own answers.

“If I sack this place, then I will have to answer to those historians centuries hence,” Brynn answered at length. “They will speak of the To-gai insurrection as a dark time, instead of the glorious time it truly is.”

That answer brought a smile to Pagonel’s lips. “You are wondering how you will be viewed long from now, when you are dust.”

“I wish to ensure that the To-gai-ru are not noted as savage barbarians.”

“And once again, you show why you are a great leader, my friend,” the mystic replied. “There is more at stake here than the immediate freeing of your people. There comes with your actions a reputation that will follow the To-gai-ru for centuries.”

“Then let them know us as fierce enemies,” Brynn said grimly. “But let them know us as decent and honest warriors.”

“Which side of that description does the hanging of Yatol Grysh fall upon?”

The question stung, but Brynn steeled herself against those black wings of guilt. “We will treat the Behrenese civilians with fairness—as much as is possible,” she quickly added, seeing Pagonel’s frown, for indeed, the reports of rape and murder had followed the army through Dharyan and into Pruda. Brynn and those about her were working hard to minimize the cost to the civilians, but this was a tricky road to walk. Her warriors were out there, miles and miles from home, in fierce combat and likely to die, and most of them, like Brynn, had watched family members slaughtered by the invading Behrenese.

The conversation was interrupted then, as a small and wiry Behrenese man, dressed in the flowing white robes of a library scholar, came rushing out of the building, waggling a long and crooked finger at the pair. “You leave it alone!” he cried, rushing forward to stand right before Brynn. “Fight your battles as you will, but the Library of Pruda does not belong to you, or to any man … er, woman! This is a place of the ages, and for the ages, and—”

“Enough,” Brynn interrupted. “Your library will stand.”

“Well, good enough then!” the fiery little scholar yelled back at her. “Then just be on your way.” He ended by waving them off with his hands, but neither Brynn nor Pagonel budged.

The mystic turned to Brynn, as did the scholar, looking to her to lead the way.

She stood there for a long while, chewing her lip, considering her options and weighing them carefully, then began to nod slowly. “In conquering Pruda, I became the keeper of this library,” she explained to Pagonel.

The little scholar scoffed. “Chezru Chieftain Douan will have it back soon enough!” he declared.

Brynn called to some of her men nearby, motioning for them to join her. “Empty the library,” she instructed when they arrived. “Clear it to its stone, and take everything from the city.”

“What?” the scholar cried, hopping up and down frantically. “You cannot! I will not have it!”

He finished abruptly, as Brynn’s sword flashed out and thrust ahead, coming to a stop with its tip firmly against the man’s throat.

“Be well aware that the hand you force holds a sword to your throat,” she warned. “Take care as to which direction you force it.”

The scholar blanched and fell back a step, but Brynn paced him, keeping the sword tight against his throat. “You will go and tell your fellows that they are to stay out of our way, and beware, any who hoard even a single parchment will suffer my wrath!”

“Barbarian!” the man squealed.

“Never forget that!” Brynn shouted back at him, her eyes going wide and wild, and with a yelp, the little scholar ran off.

Brynn sheathed her sword and turned back to Pagonel.

“I do believe that you would have killed him,” the mystic remarked.

Brynn only smiled and shrugged.

“I must enter the library before your warriors commence their work in full. Our friend over there”—he nodded toward Merwan Ma, who was off to the side, sitting and with a pair of soldiers closely guarding him—“has hinted that there is something unusual going on in Jacintha, though I have not yet discerned what it might be.”

“You think that you will find some answers to the present state of Behren in there?”

“I think that I will understand better that which is unusual if I have a better grasp of what is usual,” Pagonel answered.

Brynn nodded, not about to argue, and quite certain that her mystic friend was doing her a great service with his information gathering. Knowing one’s enemies was vital—her understanding of Yatol Grysh and the Behrenese mindset had allowed her to turn their weaknesses back against them at both Dharyan and Pruda, and now had a great Behrenese army of nearly fifteen thousand warriors wandering the steppes to the west in search of her.

She knew that Pagonel would not disappoint her.

He started up the long flight of steps, but paused and turned back. “There is one other problem you must attend. I stopped by to look in on Juraviel, Cazzira, and Agradeleous before entering Pruda this day. They are right where you left them, and ordered them to remain—but Agradeleous is not pleased. The beast does not wish to be left out of the fighting.”

Brynn took a long and steadying breath. She was thrilled, of course, that she had taken Pruda without the dragon’s aid, and without much loss of To-gai-ru life at all. In fact, the number of To-gai-ru slaves within the city of the elite scholars was so large that Brynn’s army had actually grown by several hundred after the battle. And she was glad that she had not been forced to loose the terrible dragon upon the people of the city, as she had done in Dharyan. She could still hear the screams of the civilians scrambling futilely along the lanes as Agradeleous had approached, and it was not a sound that she wished to replicate.

But she understood the mystic’s grave tone, and wholeheartedly agreed with it. Agradeleous was a creature of action—destructive action. Such a beast as the dragon would not be ignored throughout the war.

“How many days were we to linger out here while you led your pitiful humans to battle?” the dragon’s angry voice greeted Brynn as she trotted Runtly to the camp of Juraviel and Cazzira.

“Do you think it wise that we reveal our strongest and greatest weapons when they are not needed?” Brynn asked, both innocently and incredulously.

“Do not play me for the fool!” Agradeleous roared back at her.

Brynn looked to the elves, and neither wore a reassuring expression.

“Our friend has not enjoyed watching from afar,” Juraviel remarked.

“That is not why I left the comfort of my home!” Agradeleous added.

“You agreed that you would serve me in this matter,” Brynn bluntly replied. “That means that you will defer to my judgment.”

“My patience is not without end.”

Brynn slid down from Runtly and walked to stand right before the dragon. “I will use you as I need you, and nothing more than that,” she said. “Our enemies suspect the truth of Agradeleous, and that is a dangerous thing. You saw the great engines of war they dragged along with them down the road from Jacintha.”

The dragon snorted. “The toys of children!”

“Dangerous toys,” Brynn argued. “Toys that could bring Agradeleous from the sky.” The dragon started to argue, but Brynn wouldn’t allow the interruption, shouting over him until he quieted and listened.

“You are not a spectator here, but a valuable tool—perhaps my most valuable tool,” she explained. “I’ll not risk you when there is no need. A lucky shot from the Behrenese could spell disaster for me, while you are needed for far more than sacking a barely defended city like Pruda!”

That last statement seemed to pique the dragon’s curiosity, for he tilted his head to the side and—more importantly—stopped arguing.

“There is a great force canvassing the steppes of Behren unchecked,” Brynn explained.

“You would send me against them?” the dragon asked, obviously hopefully.

“I will use your speed as I used it in the Autumnal Nomaduc,” Brynn answered. “I must keep a watch over that army, and use your speed to ensure that my forces within To-gai are apprised of their movements.”

“I am a scout?” the horrified dragon asked. “I could sack a city without you! I could—”

“And so you shall!” Brynn promised. “When there is need. For now, this night, I need your speed. Fly me to To-gai, great Agradeleous. Let us find Shauntil’s army.”

Agradeleous stood quiet for a moment, staring at her. Then he nodded, seeming somewhat appeased, for the time being at least.

Soon after dark, Brynn felt the wind on her face as she and the dragon soared high and fast over the plateau divide and into To-gai, across a distance and terrain that would have taken her army a week or two to traverse.

The dragon went up high in the sky, and the fires of many villages could be seen dotting the landscape.

And the fires of a great encampment, a huge glow, showed far in the north.

Brynn urged the dragon that way, and Agradeleous soared off at tremendous speed, the ground rolling along below them. The glow grew and grew as they neared, and only then, from that high vantage point, did Brynn truly appreciate the might that had been assembled against To-gai. And from the way the dragon slowed suddenly, and then went up even higher, she knew that Agradeleous, too, had come to understand.

The dragon’s head snaked around, his face moving close to Brynn. “You wish to attack?” he asked, and she sensed, for the first time, a bit of a tremor in Agradeleous’ great voice.

Brynn shook her head, not even trying to shout loudly enough for the dragon to hear her in that deafening wind.

She spotted a second glow, then, farther to the north, and she prodded Agradeleous, and when he looked back, she pointed it out.

Brynn knew what the second encampment was before the dragon even flew past it. It was a band of To-gai-ru, likely a sizable chunk of the army she had left in the country. It all sorted out for Brynn at that moment. The Behrenese were in pursuit of the To-gai-ru, were hot on a trail they would not forsake.

Brynn scanned all the dark steppes, looking for some answers.

She got an idea from a third set of lights that she marked, not the fires of an encampment, but the smaller glows typical of a settlement. She banked Agradeleous down to that area, a few miles south and west of the Behrenese army, and did a low fly-over.

An outposter settlement, she recognized. Perhaps her army had been heading for it before the arrival of the Behrenese warriors.

On Brynn’s urging, the dragon set down some distance away, and the woman slipped from his back and stood staring at the lights of the outposter settlement. She understood well the choices here before her, and didn’t have to glance back at the mighty dragon to understand the horrors of those choices.

But she could not let her army be caught and destroyed, not if there was anything that she could possibly do to prevent it.

“You were angered that you were not involved in the last battle,” she remarked.

Agradeleous’ long neck snaked his head around, to come up right beside her, his eyes narrowing dangerously.

“The village,” Brynn explained. “Destroy it. Let the flames fly high so that the Behrenese army can see them.” The woman found her breath coming in short gasps as she finished, for she could hardly believe the command—no, not the command, but the permission—she had just given to this most terrible of weapons.

The dragon’s great head swiveled about to regard the settlement, and he issued a low, horrible growl.

“You will ride?”

“I will stay here,” the woman replied, and she felt as if she was acting the part of a coward. But what good would come of her accompanying Agradeleous on his rampage? Would she be able to save a single outposter? Would she wish to?

Any contemplation at that time was moot, anyway, for the dragon hadn’t waited a second. He leaped up and his great wings beat the air, launching him away.

Within a couple of minutes, Brynn watched Agradeleous’ first pass over the sleepy outposter settlement, a low strafing run, his fiery breath running a line of destruction the length of the settlement.

He did a series of stoops and fire-breathing runs, and the cries of the terrified, doomed outposters filled the night air. And then the dragon fell upon the village, dropping down, all claws and teeth, beating wings and smashing tail.

Brynn looked away and lowered her gaze, second-guessing herself with every heartbeat.

It went on and on, and then the sounds began to quiet, as more and more voices were forever stilled, and then Brynn noted another sound, that of running horses.

She turned around to see Agradeleous gliding down beside her. Past the dragon, the woman saw the high fires, burning bright—brightly enough so that the Behrenese army would have to take notice. Those horses were likely the typical trailing scout cavalry of the main army, a small and mobile force.

Brynn motioned for the dragon to lower his head so that she could climb atop him. “I believe that some of the soldiers have come to investigate,” she explained as she scrambled on. “I do not wish them to report that the town is destroyed.”

Agradeleous loosed another of those low and angry growls, and leaped away once more, and in no time, Brynn was above the burning, ravaged city. To the north, in the glow of those flames, the flyers saw the forms of the Behrenese cavalry.

Brynn lifted her sword and sent forth its fiery blaze, and Agradeleous swooped down from on high. Some of the stunned Behrenese soldiers shrieked in horror, others even managed to wheel their mounts about and start away.

But it didn’t matter. There were only twoscore of them, and not a one had a bow in his hand.

Agradeleous destroyed them.

Back up in the night sky, Brynn and the dragon saw much commotion about the distant Behrenese camp and knew that the invaders were already trying to break down their bivouac and prepare for battle.

“Fly past them, high and to the side,” she instructed the dragon.

“Let us fall upon them!”

“No!” Brynn screamed. “No! They are ready for us, for you. Past them, I say, and put me down to the side of the To-gai-ru force.”

The dragon growled, and Brynn could feel him stiffening with frustration as they flew past the Behrenese army. But Agradeleous, somewhat sated by the destruction he had wrought that dark evening, obeyed her command.

Less than twenty minutes later, Brynn, flanked by the sentries she had met at the perimeter of the To-gai-ru encampment, walked in to speak with their commanders. How pleased she was to find old Barachuk among them!

“We have heard that another great city has fallen!” the old man said, trembling with excitement, tears streaming down his face, after he and Brynn had shared a great hug.

“Pruda,” Brynn told him, told all of the many who were then gathering about her. “The city is ours, though we will leave it behind us, as we left Dharyan.”

“Is the Chezru Chieftain to suffer no permanent losses?” asked one of the other men, a scowling giant of a man, with dark eyes and many battle scars.

“He has suffered many already,” Brynn replied. “And many more will follow. The Chezhou-Lei are in disarray, those who did not die at the Mountains of Fire and in the two conquered cities. He has lost many, many warriors, and suffers the weight of thousands of refugees, streaming down the roads from the west. He has an invading army running loose about his kingdom, while his army, a great force, chases ghosts on the To-gai plain.” She looked back to the south, where the fires of the distant, destroyed outposter settlement were still sending a glow into the night sky. “And one outposter settlement,” Brynn finished. “My attack there has turned the Behrenese army.”

“They have pursued us doggedly for several days,” Barachuk explained.

“Then I have given you some time to widen your lead on them.”

“What force did you bring with you?” the scowling giant man asked. “Enough so that we can do battle with the Behrenese army here and now, and finish this?”

“If I had brought the whole of my force with me, I would not do battle with the Behrenese army,” Brynn replied. “Let them continue to run over the empty ground, to meander futilely in To-gai, while I rain destruction inside Behren. Stay ahead of them, I beg, and lead them ever farther westward and northward, into the foothills of the mountains.”

“And when are we to fight?”

Brynn shrugged and shook her head. “Every day that you take them further from Behren gives me two days to convince the Chezru Chieftain and his people that this war is folly. Pruda has fallen, and we have many more cities in line.” She stared hard at the man as she spoke, and it was obvious to her that he was not enjoying her answer. She understood well enough; he was a warrior and wanted nothing more than to do battle with the Behrenese, whatever the odds. In looking around him, Brynn saw that many others seemed to share his sentiments.

“You will get your fight, my friend,” Brynn promised. “On the ground of our choosing, at the time of our choosing.”

“Not soon enough,” the warrior replied. “I will see every dog Wrap out of my homeland, or dead on the grasses!”

“Hold faith in us, in me, I beg of you all,” Brynn said. “Each conquered city will grow my army, as both Dharyan and Pruda already have. Wear this force thin. Make them long for home. Send out smaller bands around them if you can, and destroy any supply caravans. Attrition greatly favors those defending their homeland. The Behrenese soldiers hate this land because they do not understand it, and if you are cunning and quick, you will make them hate it all the more. Watch their numbers thin as hungry soldiers give up and run away.”

“Not one will get out of To-gai alive,” the scowling man declared.

Brynn walked up to him. “What is your name?”

“I am Tanalk Grenk of Kayleen Kek,” he declared, and Brynn stepped back, her eyes widening, at the mention of her old tribe. And at a name that seemed familiar to her.

“I was of Kayleen Kek,” she said, and the man was nodding, and looking past her. She turned and noted a nodding Barachuk.

“I remember you,” Tanalk said, “though you were but a child. It pleases me to see you again.”

Brynn turned back and put her hand up on the large man’s strong shoulder. “Take the fastest and strongest twoscore,” she said to him. “Lead them against the caravans. Strike wherever you can, and as hard as you can. Live off the bounty of the land, as you—as we all—were taught, while the Behrenese stumble and starve.”

A wicked smile widened on the large man’s face and he nodded slowly.

A tremendous roar rumbled through the night, from somewhere out in the distance.

“I must be away,” said Brynn. “Back to Behren, back to our kinfolk army, now in the conquered city of Pruda. I will return as I can, if I can. But whether any of you ever see me again, I beg of you to hold fast the old ways of the To-gai-ru, and to deny to your last breath the will of the Behrenese conquerors.”

A great cheer went up about her, with many weapons brandished high in the air.

She let that cheer echo in her thoughts behind the veil of wind as she sped back to the east that night, past the Behrenese army that had broken camp and begun their march to the burning settlement. She and Agradeleous went past that settlement, and a dozen more beyond, down over the plateau rim and across the wavy, blowing sands.

She knew the danger of the situation, knew that these early victories would likely be the easiest, and knew all too well that one day soon, those cheers of hope might well turn to cries of despair.

But so be it.

Brynn had not started this war—that had been done by the Chezru Chieftain more than a decade before. But she meant to fight it until her dying breath, if need be. That grim determination was her only defense against the awful images and sounds of that dying outposter settlement.

But so be it.


Chapter 29
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Exacting a Promise

PAGONEL FOUND BRYNN AT HER MORNING RITUAL OF bi’nelle dasada, SOMETHING he thought quite curious, for he had not seen the woman performing that exercise in many weeks. She seemed very earnest about it, though, falling into the steps and movements with an intensity beyond anything he had previously witnessed from her.

He knew then that she was using the dance as a shield of some sort, burying emotions behind a wall of discipline.

He found her robe nearby and took it with him, then approached her as she danced.

She looked at him curiously when she saw him, for he knew better than to disturb this ritual!

Pagonel continued his earnest approach, and tossed the robe to the nude woman.

Brynn caught it and stood there for a long while holding it and staring at Pagonel. Then, suddenly feeling very naked indeed, the woman wrapped the robe about herself and continued to stare. “What do you know that so troubles you?” she asked.

“What I know does not trouble me,” the mystic calmly replied. “The looting of Pruda is complete, with supplies packed, treasures hidden, and one cache sent to the south with the contingent, as you ordered, to go and hire whatever mercenaries they might find, including fierce pirates. What I know tells me that the war progresses better than we could ever have hoped. It is what I do not know that troubles me.”

“About Merwan Ma?”

“About Brynn Dharielle.”

Brynn studied him intensely, and he moved right up to her, then began walking about her, staring hard. “You cannot hide, you know.”

“Am I trying to hide?”

Pagonel smiled at her sarcasm, but his look went serious almost immediately. “Tell me of your return to To-gai last night,” the mystic bade her.

“I found the Behrenese army chasing our own, with the cunning To-gai-ru leading them far to the west,” Brynn replied, with too much calm by Pagonel’s estimate.

“And so you hide from me, and I have no lights to reveal your shadows,” the mystic said. “But does your dance truly allow you to hide from yourself?”

Brynn snorted and waved him away. “You speak like a fool,” she said, and snorted again.

But that last chide was cut short by a sudden gulp of air, a sudden pang of overwhelming guilt. Brynn turned away quickly, trying to hide her horrified expression from the mystic, but Pagonel was there, right beside her, lifting her chin in his strong hand so that he could look deeply into her moistening eyes.

“What did you see?” he asked softly. Brynn tried to turn away, but he held her firmly. “What did you do?”

“They would have caught up to our fleeing force,” the woman blurted suddenly. “Their great army! They would have overrun Barachuk and the others in a short time. I had to widen the lead until the terrain favored our forces.”

“You set Agradeleous upon the Behrenese,” the mystic reasoned.

“Not the army,” Brynn admitted. “They were too strong, even for the dragon. But there was a village nearby, an outposter settlement.” As she finished, she fell into Pagonel’s arms, burying her face against his strong chest.

“You set the wurm upon the village?” he asked, and he felt Brynn’s nod against his chest. The mystic pushed the woman back to arm’s length.

“Agradeleous burned it to the ground. None escaped, I am certain.”

Pagonel nodded, both knowingly and sympathetically. “I once asked you if the price was worth the end,” he reminded. “Are the horrors of war—of any war—worth the end result of freedom for To-gai? You believed that they were.”

Brynn paused a moment to reflect upon that conversation, and upon the resolve that she had shown for so long, weighing against the black doubts that fluttered all about her. “That was before I was handed the power that is Agradeleous.”

There was a logic in that statement that was hard for the mystic to deny.

“Yet it was your army, and not the beast, that destroyed the Pruda garrison utterly and overran the city,” he did remark. “Surely the destruction here was great, as was the stench of death in the air. It is not so different.”

“That was honest battle, man against man,” Brynn countered. “With the village, it was … it was just slaughter.”

“And how do you plan to prevent that in the future?” came a melodic voice to the side, and the two turned to see Juraviel and Cazzira approaching.

“Why do you not tell me?” Brynn snapped back at him, quite harshly. “You brought this beast upon me, this scourge.”

“You presume that I could have stopped Agradeleous if I had wanted,” the elf calmly replied. “When the dragon determined that it would leave its dark hole, I had no power to convince it otherwise. But I did bring it to the cause of freedom—that is something, at least.”

“Is it?” Brynn asked, pulling away from Pagonel to stand before Juraviel. “In using the beast, am I—are we—any better than the Behrenese who conquered To-gai? Or are we worse, since we have loosed upon them a power that we cannot truly control?”

“A question for each of us to ask,” Juraviel replied with a shrug. “But know this as you seek an answer: The beast is out, and not I, and not you, can put it back in its dark hole. Will you now wage war against Agradeleous? How many will you lose, and how lost will be your cause?”

Brynn looked back to Pagonel, but the mystic had no answers for her.

“I could not prevent the rising of the dragon,” Juraviel went on. “But was it not better that I flew him to the south and distinguished his enemies as the Chezhou-Lei and not the Jhesta Tu? Is it not better that Agradeleous’ destruction is aimed at the oppressor instead of the oppressed?”

Brynn sighed and looked at the elves and the mystic helplessly. “I feel the weight of a responsibility too great.”

“Yet because you bear that weight with compassion, the artifacts of the Library of Pruda remain intact,” Pagonel pointed out. “You have not indiscriminately loosed the power of Agradeleous upon the Behrenese.”

“Tell that to the outposters of that village,” said Brynn.

“And how many other villages did you pass on your flight west, and then back to the east?” asked the mystic. “Were they all set ablaze?”

That did make Brynn feel a bit better, obviously, and she just nodded in reply, and said, “I hate this war.”

“I hate any war,” said Pagonel. “And so I ask you again, and you must ask yourself, every day if need be, if the price is acceptable for the outcome. Is the concept of To-gai free worth the horrors that will take her there?”

Brynn glanced over at Juraviel and gave a helpless shrug. “I wish the wurm had stayed in its hole.”

“You should wish more that the Yatols had not invaded your homeland,” the elf replied.

“I could not tell you the routes if I wished to, for I am as unfamiliar with this land as are you,” Merwan Ma said defiantly when Pagonel came to him in the back of a covered wagon, bounding along a dry riverbed later that day. The whole of the Pruda citizenry, those who had survived the assault, had been set on the road to the east, and then Brynn had turned her own army south, leaving the emptied city to the hot winds and the carrion birds.

“The Dragon of To-gai asks nothing of you,” the mystic replied, settling in beside the still-wounded man. Pagonel reached down and pulled back Merwan Ma’s shirt, then nodded hopefully at the continuing progress of his healing upon the dagger wounds.

Merwan Ma looked away, at first defiant, but then his eyes gradually lowered and a great sadness swept over him, and he began to sob.

“Why were you sent away?” Pagonel asked him. “Why did the God-Voice of Behren think Merwan Ma such a threat? I have read much of the Chezru hierarchy in the tomes I found in Pruda, including one unfinished reference of Chezru Chieftain Yakim Douan. That tome mentioned Merwan Ma. Your loyalty to the God-Voice seems obvious enough.”

“You would say that, yet you expect me to betray him to you?” the Shepherd asked.

“I am voicing the questions that you are afraid to ask of yourself,” Pagonel explained. “There is confusion within Merwan Ma, great and devastating. You are horrified to think that Chezru Douan would have you killed, and yet it is obvious that he tried to do exactly that. But you remain afraid to ask the questions, and so I have asked them for you.”

“You would heal my heart as you mend my wounds?” came the sarcastic response.

“Perhaps,” the mystic replied with all sincerity, and he looked at the scars crossing Merwan Ma’s belly one more time, then crawled out the back of the wagon, leaving Merwan Ma alone with the unsettling thoughts.

The Shepherd tried to put his head back against the side of the bouncing coach, but his wounds would not allow such a stretch, so he scrunched over instead, folded his arms onto his bent knees, and buried his face there. He tried to deny Pagonel’s words, over and over again, tried to reason that Shauntil had acted the part of a rogue, had grasped for power on his own by trying to murder the Chezru Chieftain’s choice for governor of Dharyan. Yes, and if only he could get back to Chom Deiru and inform the God-Voice, Shauntil would be punished for his heinous act.

Merwan Ma told himself that over and over again. And yet he understood, somewhere deep in his mind, that if he returned to Chom Deiru, he would likely be summarily executed.

But why?

He scoured his memories for any offense he might have offered against the God-Voice, however unintended. He could see nothing glaring.

But one image, that of a bloody Yakim Douan cravenly clutching a chalice, kept coming to mind.

That had been the turning point, obviously, but what crime, what sin, had he committed concerning the chalice? He knew of its unexpected content, that gemstone, but had told not a soul. Nor could he even be certain that there was anything amiss concerning that gemstone. Perhaps it was nothing more than a decorative filler block, that the great and ornate cup could be filled without draining too much blood from those offering the sacrifice.

There was nothing amiss about that, after all. Yatol did not forbid gemstones—only the use of magical gemstones, such as those of the Abellican heretics.

At least one of those heretics was a close personal friend of the God-Voice.

Finally, Merwan Ma tilted his head back, ignoring the stretching pull across his scarred tissue, too consumed by the awful possibilities that loomed all about him even to notice the discomfort.

It all made no sense, all seemed a preposterous trick of this Jhesta Tu mystic, attempting to bend the awful actions of one rogue Chezhou-Lei to some personal gain. And yet, though he denied it consciously and vocally, it seemed undeniable to Merwan Ma’s heart.

Chezru Chieftain Yakim Douan, his beloved God-Voice, the man to whom he had given the service of his entire adult life, had ordered him murdered.

Brynn surveyed the landscape, the flowing brown dunes sweeping like great breakers toward the one spot of varying colors, where date trees swayed in the hot wind and grasses grew thick about their trunks, bordering a long and narrow lake. Rows of small houses lined that lake, leading up to a single brown castle, squat and thick, with weathered brown walls pierced with arrow slits and a roof that sloped in varying angles.

It had taken her three weeks to bring her army there, mostly across empty sand, for they wished to follow no course that their enemies could predict. A welcome sight indeed was this place, as any settlement would have been to the weary and battle-hungry To-gai-ru.

“Garou Oasis,” Pagonel said to her, sitting astride a horse beside her and Runtly.

“A city with no walls,” Brynn remarked.

“Typical for an oasis stop,” the mystic explained. “This is the waypoint for caravans, who pay a large tithe to water their animals and themselves.”

“As we shall do, though we’ll pay no tithe.”

“The settlers of the houses will flee before us, no doubt, into their castle,” said Pagonel. “From there, they will shower us with arrows.”

“Then we will flatten their castle before we drink,” Brynn said matter-of-factly, a coldness that was not lost on the mystic.

“Take care with this place,” Pagonel warned. “The castles of the Behren oases are the strongest fortresses in all the country. They need not house many—I would guess that fewer than five hundred live here—and yet they normally hold great storerooms of wealth, for the tithe of using an oasis is never cheap. They are built to withstand an army, and you’ll not lure them out, as you did at both Dharyan and Pruda.”

“We shall see,” Brynn said, and she turned Runtly and walked him away.

They came in as a swarm of destruction, churning the soft and hot sands all about the oasis. Unlike her previous victories, Brynn held nothing back against Garou Oasis, charging her entire force, which now numbered closer to five thousand than four, in a tightening ring. Those Behrenese in the outlying houses didn’t even try to offer resistance against the To-gai-ru horde, fleeing straightaway for the defensive castle.

Most got in ahead of the To-gai-ru surge, though some were trampled down. Barely moments after the attack began, the oasis was quiet once more, with Brynn’s army surrounding the last bastion of Behrenese defense.

One group of Behrenese was not inside, though. A visiting caravan milled about the castle door, denied entrance, with nowhere to run or hide.

Brynn wouldn’t bring her soldiers in close to the well-armed fortress, though, nor did she allow the To-gai-ru to cut down the trapped merchants with their great bows.

She walked Runtly around to that side of the castle, close enough to make eye contact with some of the frantic Behrenese—and many began pounding on the door once more at the sight of the woman given such deference by the other To-gai-ru as to mark her obviously as the fierce leader of this army.

Brynn lifted a hand to the Behrenese and motioned for them to approach.

They held back, some still pounding on the unyielding iron door.

“You have nowhere to turn,” Brynn called out to them. “Your surrender will be accepted, if offered. Else you will die where you stand.”

Those simple words seemed to break the will of many of the merchants, and they exchanged despairing looks and threw up their hands, walking out toward Brynn and bowing repeatedly.

The first volley came forth from the castle then, a hail of arrows aimed primarily at Brynn. Most fell short, though, some even cutting into the poor merchants as they made their way out from the castle.

They all scrambled, as did Brynn, leaping Runtly aside, but not before one arrow struck the pony’s foreleg, digging a deep gash and making him rear, nearly dislodging the woman.

The Behrenese merchants were in a full run, then, fleeing in terror from their own countrymen. Brynn’s soldiers pulled them in roughly, herding them to a central point, while Brynn, with Runtly back under control, marched defiantly back to her previous position.

“Despite your insolence, I offer you a similar chance to surrender,” she yelled out to the castle.

“Go away!” came a curt reply. “You cannot defeat our thick walls, fool, and we’ll not run out to do battle with you. Water your horses if you choose, for we cannot stop you, but your victory here has reached its end! Go away!”

Brynn held her sword aloft and sent a burst of fire running the length of its blade. “I am the Dragon of To-gai!” she cried. “Dharyan has fallen. Pruda has fallen. There is no escape for you. I will knock the walls of your fortress down around you!”

The answer came in the form of another volley of arrows, but Brynn was already moving her precious mount out of harm’s way.

“Water the horses and resupply on the far side of the lake,” she instructed her commanders as she crossed by them. “But keep a perimeter of scouts up and ready. If they try to flee the castle, chase them into the open desert.”

“What of them?” one tall and stern To-gai-ru warrior asked, pointing out the twenty merchant prisoners and their slaves, which included some To-gai-ru.

“Our countrymen will join with us—find them mounts from among the captured,” Brynn instructed. “Allow the Behrenese servants to go. Give them mounts and supplies enough to get them to the next town in line. And the merchants …”

Brynn paused, considering what value might be gleaned from the unexpected prisoners. “Send them south with the next group bearing wealth in the hopes of employing mercenaries. Tell our leaders in that action to use them for ransom.”

The warrior, and many others, looked at her skeptically, an expression that Brynn returned with one of inquisition.

“We agreed long ago that we would take no prisoners,” the man explained.

Brynn looked to the groveling merchants, men and women grown soft from living most of their lives in almost decadent luxury, from having others do all of their menial tasks for them.

“They will hardly hinder us,” she decided. “As we take this war more fully into Behren, employing greedy pirates and mercenaries, we will need even greater wealth, and I suspect that this group will offer anything to save their soft skins, whatever the cost to Behren.”

“Yes, my Dragon,” the warrior agreed with a brisk bow.

The title hit Brynn like a slap. She knew that many had taken to referring to her in that manner, but given what she knew of Agradeleous’ true, destructive nature, she wasn’t sure that the title was quite the compliment intended.

The warrior woman, ranger and trained in Jhesta Tu, steeled herself against those twangs of guilt. She had told the impudent Behrenese that she would topple their walls around them, and she meant to do just that. The fortress at Garou had been built to withstand the fastest spears thrown by ballistae, the heaviest shot of catapults, and the thunder of magical gemstones, the greatest engines of war ever devised by man.

But Brynn had a greater weapon than that at her disposal.

Juraviel and Cazzira turned their heads in unison to see the approach of Brynn, the woman walking and not astride Runtly. The elves, along with Agradeleous, had put up behind the shelter of a high dune, a half mile from the besieged oasis, and as with the victory at Pruda, and despite the night of devastation he had rained upon the outposters in To-gai, insatiable Agradeleous did not seemed pleased to be left out of the fighting.

The dragon’s lip curled up over his fangs and he gave a low grumble and moved away as Brynn neared the elves.

“You did not try to lure them out,” Cazzira remarked. “I was surprised to see the whole of your force charging to battle.”

“Not the whole of her force,” came Agradeleous’ sarcastic remark.

“Different tactics for a different battleground,” Brynn explained. “I wanted them forced within the castle, and so they are, and now I mean to tear it down.”

All three heads turned on that cue, to regard the suddenly interested dragon, and Agradeleous’ lip curled again, this time with apparent delight.

Brynn walked between the elves, approaching the dragon directly. “This will be your most difficult challenge yet,” she said.

The dragon scoffed, a curious sound, hissing and rumbling all at once.

“I will take you against the fortress, destroying the shell around our enemies that my army can swarm over them,” Brynn explained.

“You should have begun the battle like that,” Agradeleous growled back at her.

“I offer you this opportunity, as I did in To-gai that night three weeks ago,” Brynn said, and again the dragon scoffed.

“Do you believe that you could stop me if I decided to take this opportunity?”

Brynn walked to stand directly before the wurm, who was in his lizardlike humanoid form, and she eyed him hard, unblinking. Behind her, Juraviel and Cazzira exchanged concerned looks, and both rushed up to stand beside the brave, and apparently foolish, woman.

“I will allow you to continue to follow my army, Agradeleous,” Brynn said firmly. “But I offer this opportunity to you only with your promise that when I require it, you will return to your lair and haunt neither To-gai nor Behren any longer.”

Agradeleous’ wide-eyed scoffing response seemed the prelude to a sudden and deadly attack, so much so that Juraviel pulled Brynn back a step and Cazzira leaped before the dragon, waving her arms to distract him and give him a moment, at least, to reconsider the strike.

But Brynn didn’t blink.

“I could destroy you here and now, human!” the dragon roared. “I could burn you where you stand, to ashes! Or grab you up in my hands and tear you in half, with hardly an effort.”

“With no effort at all, likely,” Brynn agreed. “But to what gain? And to what long-term detriment?”

The dragon narrowed its reptilian eyes, seeming hardly convinced.

“You will agree, or your time here is at its end,” Brynn said.

Agradeleous issued a long and low rumble.

“And you will be handsomely paid for your service!” Belli’mar Juraviel said suddenly, moving before Brynn. “For when To-gai is free, we will deliver a line of treasure to your lair, wealth fairly earned for your services!”

Agradeleous tried to hold his angry glower, but one eye did widen, tellingly, at the appeal of that offer.

Brynn, though, was much less thrilled that Juraviel had offered anything, or that he had intervened at all in this necessary showdown between her and Agradeleous. For in reflecting upon that horrible night in To-gai, Brynn Dharielle had decided that she would either assure herself control of the beast, or she would dismiss the beast. There could be no compromise.

“A treasure delivered by five hundred human slaves!” Agradeleous demanded suddenly, eyeing Brynn with every word.

“No!” the warrior woman shot back, and there was no compromise in her tone. “Delivered by men of free will.”

“Who will entertain me with stories—and if I find those great tales of adventure acceptable, then perhaps I will not devour them!” Agradeleous pressed.

“No!”

The dragon roared.

“Name me as your enemy here and now, then!” Brynn demanded, pushing past the elves to stand right before Agradeleous. “Strike me dead with your fiery breath and know that all the peoples south of the mountains will rise against Agradeleous. And they will take you down, united, for the war between Behren and To-gai will seem inconsequential beside the true horror of a wild dragon. What place will you find, mighty Agradeleous, where you might sleep well again? For I know the way to your lair, and have spread out many informants, who will deliver those directions to mighty enemies if I am betrayed and killed by you.”

The dragon’s eyes narrowed to threatening slits.

“I desire to ride upon your back this night, that you and I, as allies, will topple the fortress of Garou. But I will not do that, Agradeleous, until I have your word that when I am done with you, you will return to your lair and bother the race of man no more.”

“And what will I have from you, Brynn Dharielle, the Dragon of To-gai?” the wurm hissed.

“Treasure,” Brynn answered, nodding deferentially toward Juraviel. “Finely worked pieces, and delivered by To-gai-ru bards, who will sing to you and tell you great tales—proper reward for your service to our cause.

“But it must be to our cause, Agradeleous, and not to your own!” the woman added fiercely. “That is the leash I demand about your neck.”

“You demand?”

“I demand!” Brynn countered with striking intensity, her eyes widening and sparkling with inner fires that seemed to more than match the dragon’s own.

Agradeleous fell back a step, and for one horrible moment, both Brynn and the elves expected the beast to pounce upon her and devour her. Then came the dragon’s laughter, grating and mighty bellows.

And then it stopped, suddenly, and Agradeleous stared back at Brynn. He moved with awesome speed toward her.

But not to throttle her or devour her. Rather, Agradeleous fell to one knee before her in the sand.

“Climb on my shoulders, Dragon of To-gai!” he said. “Let us show our enemies how feeble their fortress walls are against the power of Agrad … against the power of To-gai!”

“I have your word?”

“Tell me when I may go and rest. I am growing weary of this adventure already.”

Brynn looked over to Juraviel, who wore a perplexed, but ultimately pleased, expression.

The air was still that night, crisp and clear and with a thousand stars twinkling above, but no moon shone over the desert sands. And so it was dark, and so none noticed that some of the stars seemed to wink out momentarily, briefly blocked by a moving line of blackness.

Alone astride Agradeleous, Brynn did not light her sword. Riding her engine of destruction, the woman glided down quietly toward the mighty fortress, repeatedly checking the leather straps she had secured about the dragon as a makeshift saddle.

“Straight and strong,” she whispered to the great wurm, though she doubted that he could hear her words against the rush of air.

The dragon folded back his wings and dropped like a gigantic spear toward the dark mound of the fortress. Just before impact, Agradeleous swooped back up, opening wide his great leathery wings and landing hard against the side of the fortress, his huge clawed feet digging deep footholds in the soft sandstone, shaking the castle so forcefully that waves rippled across the oasis pond fifty feet away.

Cries began immediately from within the place, and when Brynn lifted her sword and set it ablaze, her soldiers ringing the fortress took up great cheers and war shouts.

Brynn held on tight as the dragon went into a frenzy, his great tail smashing at the walls, his forelegs and great maw tearing at the stone. An arrow came out at him from one nearby slit, bouncing harmlessly off his scaly hide, and the dragon responded by putting his mouth against the slit and breathing a burst of great fire within.

How the howls inside increased!

But the resistance from within erupted suddenly, as well, with many arrows coming out, buzzing in the air about Agradeleous and Brynn, clipping off the dragon’s thick scales to poke and stick against his leathery wings. That only increased the dragon’s fury, and he leaped up from the side and dropped back down, again and again, shaking the whole of the place, weakening the integrity of the thick walls. His tail continued to smash hard, as well, and wherever he saw an opening, the dragon breathed his fire.

“The gate! The gate!” Brynn bade, for she had purposely brought Agradeleous in against the front side of the place, with a definite plan for opening it wide.

The dragon hopped a few more times, smashing and tearing, then finally seemed to hear the shouting woman. He snapped his snakelike neck, sending his maw hard into the soft stone just above the iron gate, and there he focused much of his wrath, burrowing through the soft stone, biting and gnashing until at last his teeth clamped on something more substantial.

With a great heave, Agradeleous retracted his head, pulling the slab of iron right through the soft stone, then snapping his head high and to the side, launching the great gate of Garou Castle far into the night, to splash into the oasis pond.

Agradeleous’ head snapped down even lower and he filled the castle entryway with his killing fire.

And then he thrashed some more, and a great slap of his tail at last toppled a portion of the wall, dropping great chunks of stone on the helpless defenders inside.

But the stubborn Behrenese kept up their rain of missiles, which now included great spears hurled from ballistae.

“Fly free!” Brynn ordered the dragon.

Agradeleous continued to thrash, snapping his head into the opening left by the toppled wall, grabbing one man up in his toothy maw.

Brynn winced, hearing the bones crunch under the weight of that terrible bite, and then the man was gone, just like that.

“Fly free!” she yelled again, and the dragon spun out and slammed his tail against the weakened wall once more, knocking a larger chunk free to topple inside. And then, to Brynn’s great relief, Agradeleous leaped away, his great wings beating the air to lift them far away in short order.

Brynn closed her eyes and allowed herself to breathe. The dragon had obeyed.

Then the woman opened her eyes and looked back to the battered castle, to see the opened gate area and the even larger gouge in the wall to the side. Smoke was rising from both openings, and from the roof as well, from fires no doubt begun by Agradeleous’ breath. Now, seeing Brynn’s sword held high as she and the dragon flew away, her army began its charge.

By the time Agradeleous set Brynn down beside the elves and Runtly, and she was able to ride her pony back to the oasis, the fighting was done, the fortress taken, and the few defenders left alive had been herded together in a small circle.

Brynn rode to that circle and dismounted. Then she walked about the terrified, overwhelmed Behrenese. “Supply them and send them on their way,” she told her warriors, and then to the prisoners, she instructed, “Go and tell your countrymen of the fate of Garou Oasis. Tell them of the Dragon of To-gai, of the fate that will befall them, all of them, unless the Chezru Chieftain declares To-gai free. There are no castle walls strong enough to defy me.”

And then she walked away.


Chapter 30
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One Angry Cat, One Clever Mouse

“FROM ALZUTH?” the CHEZRU CHIEFTAIN ASKED, REFERRING TO THE NEXT CITY in line south of Pruda, and, to his thinking, the next city in line for the Dragon of To-gai. Only a couple of weeks before, Yakim Douan had heard of the fall of Pruda, and now, hearing that frantic men had arrived bearing news of another disaster, he expected that Alzuth had fallen.

His new attendant, a skinny and tall Shepherd named Took, shook his head slowly. “Garou Oasis, God-Voice,” he said quietly.

The others in the room, Yatols who had come in with reports of increasing pirate activity and other unsettling events, began to whisper nervously. The Chezru Chieftain motioned for them to remain calm, but his own expression showed that he, too, was a bit unsettled by the unexpected news. For Garou Oasis was not along the plateau line directly south of Pruda, as he had expected the Dragon of To-gai to run, but was farther inland, farther east, and along the southwestern road out of Jacintha.

Yakim Douan slumped back in his chair, his face tight with concentration.

“God-Voice, what does it mean?” Yatol De Hamman asked desperately. “Does the Dragon of To-gai intend to charge at Jacintha?”

Again, the Chezru Chieftain patted his hand reassuringly in the air. “Show the emissaries in,” he instructed Took, and the man bowed repeatedly, skittering for the door, and returned in a moment with three dirty men, one of whom, Doyugga Doy, Yakim Douan recognized as an ambassador from Garou.

“God-Voice,” Doyugga said, prostrating himself on the floor before the Chezru Chieftain. “I beseech you! She is mighty beyond words! Her horse can change into a great dragon, wielding fire as she wields fire! And the barbarians follow her without regard to their own lives! They are mad, God-Voice! Mad, I say!”

“The oasis was overrun?” Yakim Douan asked calmly.

“Crushed!” the man replied. “They swept in like a sandstorm. I think that they were sand, yes, magically transformed sand, sweeping in on fast winds. My master, Yatol embrace him, brought in all of the villagers, as many as our fortress could hold, but the Ru leader turned her horse into a dragon and smashed down our walls! And then her warriors flew in on the wind, as many as grains of sand!”

The other Yatols began talking amongst themselves nervously, exclaiming “dragon!” or “sandstorm!” repeatedly, but Yakim Douan was less impressed. He had been hearing these stories over and over again, about every war that had been fought in the last few centuries. Without fail, those fleeing exaggerated the strength of the enemy, if only to put aside any blame they might otherwise have to shoulder for running away in the first place.

Still, Yakim Douan understood that he had to take this threat seriously, though he doubted that the To-gai-ru, even if all of their tribes had combined into a singular force, could have any chance of doing much harm at all to mighty Jacintha.

But there remained the issue of this dragon …

“You saw the wurm yourself?” he asked Doyugga, and the man’s head began to bob.

“God-Voice, it was as large as a great house! Its breath was fire, its tail thunder! Its claws dug the stone as easily as if it was mud! It pulled my friend Yuzeth, Yatol embrace him, right from out beside me, crushed him in its great jaws and swallowed him! I saw, God-Voice, I saw!”

He was bobbing up and down and sobbing uncontrollably as he recounted the story, and so Yakim Douan motioned for a pair of guards to come and gather him up and drag him out of there.

“Where is Yatol Tohen Bardoh?” the Chezru Chieftain asked his attendant.

“He marches north along the plateau ridge, and should make Dharyan in a few days, God-Voice.”

“Will you send him, too, into To-gai?” came a question from Yatol De Hamman, and only when Yakim Douan fixed him with a threatening stare did he seem to realize that he was way over the line of good judgment. The fact that Shauntil and fifteen thousand Jacintha warriors were running about the seemingly empty steppes of To-gai, while this Dragon and her army were cutting a swath of destruction across Behren did not sit well with Yakim Douan—and Yatols offering sarcasm on the matter might well find themselves hanging by their necks outside the Chezru temple.

Yakim Douan’s stare reminded the upstart and angry De Hamman of just that.

“Send word to Governor Pestle to turn Yatol Bardoh and his forces straight east for Jacintha,” the Chezru Chieftain commanded. That brought murmurs of discontent among the gathered Yatols, most of whom commanded cities in the western provinces of the country, and who would depend upon that great combined force now led by the fearsome Bardoh for protection from the Dragon of To-gai.

“They wish to lead us on a fruitless chase about the desert, but Yatol will show me the way to them, and this unpleasant business can be finished once and for all,” Yakim Douan said to quiet them. He glared at Yatol De Hamman before the man could utter a word.

“You were going to note that Yatol led me errantly in sending Shauntil into To-gai?” he asked.

The man blanched. “No, God-Voice. Never would I—”

“Spare me your lies, Yatol,” Douan replied. “I understand your fears.”

“If you were in our tentative position, you would feel the same,” Yatol De Hamman said defensively. “The pirates that Yatol Peridan has coddled have been bought by the Dragon of To-gai’s ill-gotten gains, and now attack my coastline mercilessly.”

“No,” the Chezru Chieftain insisted. “If I were in your position, I would trust in Yatol, and hold all confidence that this Dragon of To-gai would soon enough run out of tricks and out of luck. I will find her, and I will destroy her and all of her followers. And if there is truly a dragon, a great beast of mythology, flying beside her, then I will destroy it as well, and what a fine trophy its horned head will make upon my wall!”

That brought some murmurs of excitement, even a bit of laughter, from the gathered Yatols. But Douan ended it abruptly by fixing Yatol De Hamman with an imposing stare. “And when I am done with her and her followers, I will indeed send Yatol Tohen Bardoh into To-gai, to join with Chezhou-Lei Shauntil to punish the upstart To-gai-ru for the trouble they have caused to me.”

The next day, a report came in from southern Behren that a band of outlaws had attacked a small settlement before being hunted down by the local Yatol’s forces. One of the captured raiders had invoked the name of the Dragon of To-gai, and had carried a pouch bulging with coins bearing the Pruda stamp.

A few days later, an emissary from Avrou Eesa, Yatol Bardoh’s own city, arrived with news that demands of ransom had been sent to prominent merchant families, payment for the return of a band of merchants captured at Garou when they had been denied entrance to the fortress.

“Find Doyugga Doy and learn if this is true, that a band of merchants visiting Garou Oasis had been denied entrance to the fortress at the time of attack,” Douan instructed Took.

“I will return with the response, God-Voice,” Took said obediently, offering yet another series of his ridiculous bows. Watching him, Yakim Douan could only think of a drunken stork, and how he missed Merwan Ma at that time!

“That is not necessary,” he said to the attendant. “Ask the question and hear Doyugga Doy’s answer.”

“And if it is true?”

“Have him hung in the square, publicly, and speak his crime as cowardice,” Yakim Douan declared. “This is not the time for cowards, my friend. I’ll not suffer them to live.”

“Yes, God-Voice,” the obviously shaken Shepherd said repeatedly, backing out of the room and continuing his endless series of ridiculous bows.

Douan, glad to be alone, slumped back and blew a frustrated sigh. This one was getting the better of him. She, if it truly was a woman, was hitting helter-skelter, and finding perfect tactics to overwhelm each target. Douan had spent the morning with some of his Chezhou-Lei, going over the reported descriptions of the battles, and they had all agreed that this Dragon of To-gai was a cunning adversary.

Two weeks earlier, Garou Oasis had fallen, which meant that even now, the Dragon of To-gai might be looking across the sands at Jacintha.

So Yakim Douan had sent his Chezhou-Lei out to gather every garrison within the area and form a defensive perimeter about Jacintha, even before the arrival of Yatol Tohen Bardoh and fifteen thousand soldiers. He expected that many of the outlying Yatols would soon be crying for an audience—and De Hamman would scream loudest of all—fearful that he was protecting himself at their expense, but so be it. He certainly could not let Jacintha fall!

But while Yakim Douan could feel secure in his own safety and in that of Jacintha, he understood well that he could not allow the Dragon of To-gai to continue her rampage through the outer provinces. So far, his scouts had been unable to find her.

Reports of the fall of another city, Teramen, located between Garou and Dahdah Oasis, came in the next day.

Yakim Douan huddled about a large map with the newly arrived Yatol Tohen Bardoh and a few of his Chezhou-Lei commanders. All of them were surprised indeed at this latest choice of target.

“But it does make sense, God-Voice,” one did admit. “From Teramen, the Dragon of To-gai can resupply, and can then hit back to the northeast, at Dahdah Oasis, or can even turn back to the northwest and strike at Dharyan once more, within a week.”

Yakim Douan let his head loll forward at that prospect. Had he not just brought in Yatol Bardoh and fifteen thousand soldiers from Dharyan?

“I will force march back for Dharyan, God-Voice,” offered Yatol Bardoh, a man of nearly sixty years, but in fine physical condition and with angry fires burning bright in his dark eyes.

“To Dahdah Oasis,” Yakim Douan corrected. “Then split your force, with one contingent marching fast for Dharyan, and the other turning southwest to cut off any escape by the Dragon of To-gai to the south. If she hits at Dahdah, you will have her. If at Dharyan, then force her north into the mountains, or back to the To-gai steppes, where your forces and Shauntil’s can close about her and destroy her.”

“Yes, God-Voice,” the man replied, and he stormed out of the room, his hard soles echoing loudly against the white-and-pink marble.

“She will beat us to either location, and so she may get one more victory, perhaps even two,” Yakim Douan told his warlords. “But then she will be mine.”

They all seemed quite pleased with themselves.

Of course, when Yatol Bardoh and his force arrived at Dahdah Oasis, they found the place perfectly quiet and secure. Those who force-marched ahead down the western road were greeted at Dharyan by the blowing horns of intact Governor Carwan Pestle. And those who hastened along a southwesterly route traveled all the way to the foot of the plateau divide without any sign of the invading To-gai-ru army.

A few weeks later, with the summer of God’s Year 843 fast turning to autumn, Abellican reckoning, a fleet of many ships—mostly Behrenese pirates—sailed out of Entel for the open Mirianic. The fleet bore Aydrian Wyndon, Brynn Dharielle’s friend of old—and all of old Abbot Olin’s hopes—to a distant island that was rumored to be covered with millions of valuable gemstones. That same day, in Jacintha, Yakim Douan heard the first reports of lines of beleaguered refugees streaming down the road from the conquered southern city of Alzuth.

“They fought well,” Pagonel remarked to Brynn, when he caught up to the woman outside the conquered city of Alzuth. The place had been fully looted and gutted, with all Behrenese survivors sent on the road to the northeast.

Alzuth had proven to be the toughest battle yet. Brynn had used her bait-and-ambush tactic, and indeed, a force had come charging out the gate behind her fleeing force.

But a second force, great in number, had followed the first, coming on the battle even as Brynn’s main army had descended upon the pursuing Alzuth force. While the fierce To-gai-ru had won the day anyway, several hundred had fallen out in the desert, prompting Brynn to use Agradeleous once more in the attack upon the city.

So Alzuth had fallen, yet another great victory for the Dragon of To-gai, and greater still because her followers understood that her ploy of unpredictability had worked yet again, luring thousands of Behrenese soldiers out along the road much farther north, far from the actual fighting. With Agradeleous continuing to supply the To-gai-ru, their mobility could not be matched and their route could not be predicted.

Still, they were only five thousand strong, and so a city like Alzuth, braced for battle, proved a formidable foe.

“The Behrenese defended their homes well,” Brynn admitted, and the mystic nodded.

“The Chezru Chieftain will begin a sweep south, likely,” Pagonel said. “And one west and south from Jacintha. Soon enough, I expect, he will recognize that he cannot hope to outguess you.”

“My warriors are weary and battered,” said Brynn. “Many carry wounds that require rest, though they’ll not rest if I show them a city to conquer.”

Pagonel nodded again. It was true enough—nearly every To-gai-ru warrior had been wounded at one point or another, and many of the horses carried scars.

“We should turn south and take respite,” Brynn decided. “In the fields about the Mountains of Fire, perhaps. We rest and heal, and then Behren will be an open slate upon which we can strike our next mark.”

“As long as you keep the wealth flowing to the mercenaries and the pirates, the Behrenese will know no rest,” said Pagonel. “Though your delay may allow the Chezru Chieftain finally to pull his wayward force out of To-gai.”

“Unless we make him believe that we have returned to the steppes,” Brynn said with a wry grin. “I will take Agradeleous out there and level several outposter settlements. Perhaps we can lure even more of the Chezru Chieftain’s soldiers out onto the open steppes, where the winter winds will find them and bite at them.”

The mystic nodded, then he motioned to a pair of diminutive forms walking toward them.

Brynn’s smile was genuine, and only then did she realize that she had not spoken with Juraviel and Cazzira in many days.

“A fine morning,” the elf greeted. “Though Agradeleous warned us of a dust storm growing in the west.”

“And where is Agradeleous?” Brynn asked, glancing all about.

“Out fetching water,” Cazzira replied.

“We have all the water we can carry from Alzuth,” said Brynn, a bit of suspicion creeping into her voice. As she hadn’t seen the elves of late, she hadn’t seen the dragon since the fall of Alzuth.

“Perhaps he has found nomads to destroy,” Juraviel remarked, and when Brynn looked at him with obvious alarm, he merely shrugged. “It is his nature.”

“He will go back to his hole when I instruct him to do so,” said Brynn. “I have his word.”

“And the word of a dragon is to be trusted,” Juraviel assured her. “But did Agradeleous give to you his word that he would not fly out and take any offered opportunities to attack our enemies?”

Brynn shook her head. “I will have that word next.”

“Take care how tight you hold the leash about Agradeleous,” Cazzira warned. “The dragon’s curiosity and loneliness has brought some conciliation from him, but that is not the nature of such beasts. And Agradeleous is well aware that you need him as much as he needs you—more so, perhaps, both in tilting the course of difficult fights and in keeping your army supplied well enough to move freely about the desert. The dragon understands his value, even if he does not enjoy his role as supplier and not warrior. If you push too far, Agradeleous will use that value against you, do not doubt.”

It was good advice, Brynn knew.

“I have heard whispers that we will break now from the battle,” said Juraviel.

Brynn nodded. “We are weary and wounded. It is time for some rest, both for our health and to put our enemies further off-balance. Let them march hard against the windstorms, and the snows of the steppes, while we prepare for renewed battle in the spring.”

Juraviel and Cazzira exchanged looks which struck Brynn as somewhat out of place.

“What?” she prompted.

“Perhaps the break in the fighting would be the proper time for me and Cazzira to take our leave of Behren,” Juraviel replied. “We have become no more than observers in this fight, for now your hold over Agradeleous is even greater than our own. Cazzira longs for Tymwyvenne, as do I, for another adventure awaits us in the north, one more pressing to both our peoples.”

Brynn winced at the unexpected words, and for a moment, true panic set in. How could she continue to wage the war without the counsel of Belli’mar Juraviel? Even though she spoke with him less and less, she had always taken great comfort that he would be there for her when she most needed him. She looked to her human companion, at first desperately, as if silently asking him to intervene and argue against that course. But then, in just seeing Pagonel, Brynn came to understand that he, and not Juraviel, had become her true advisor.

Still, when she looked back at the elves, at Juraviel, who had been her companion for years, she feared that she would miss them terribly.

But she understood, as well, their desire to be gone, for a great adventure indeed awaited them in the lands north of the mountains. Brynn had no doubt that these two, so spiritually joined, so alike of mind and temperament, would find a way to unite their peoples. Then how much stronger Lady Dasslerond’s position would become, should the demon dactyl’s stain push the Touel’alfar out of Andur’Blough Inninness, if she had Tymwyvenne’s strength and friendship behind her.

It occurred to Brynn then, for the very first time, that the discovery of the Doc’alfar had greatly lessened the importance of her journey to free To-gai, from the perspective of the Touel’alfar. She looked at Belli’mar Juraviel curiously, and then appreciatively, recognizing that he could have left her long ago, that he could have left the dragon’s lair heading north and not south.

“What will you tell Lady Dasslerond about my efforts?” she asked.

“I will tell her that you have performed amazingly well,” the elf answered without hesitation. “I will tell her that if To-gai is not free by the hand of Brynn Dharielle, then Behren is simply too great a foe for To-gai to break. There is nothing more that you, or anyone, could possibly do to facilitate a successful revolution. Every course you have taken is the correct one, from dodging the Behrenese armies to outguessing the leaders of each walled city, to enlisting mercenaries and pirates in the south and east. Even your actions in controlling and utilizing Agradeleous have been beyond anything I could have expected.”

Brynn took all the compliments with the severe caveat that they were being given as justification for Juraviel, perhaps her greatest friend in all the world, to leave her.

“It is a story not yet fully told,” she countered. “Though one that will likely be completed, for good or for ill, within the next year. Are you not bound to see it through to the end?”

Juraviel paused and stared ahead blankly for a bit, digesting it all. “Would you have me stay?” he asked, simply and sincerely, and Brynn understood that if she said that she would, then he would not leave.

But the honesty of that question evoked a sense of true responsibility in the woman. She understood the emotions driving Juraviel, for a return to Tymwyvenne, and then with the Doc’alfar to Andur’Blough Inninness, could be as important to the elves as these battles in Behren were to the To-gai-ru. Given that, was she acting responsibly as a friend by imploring Juraviel to stay here with her?

“When the war is complete, if we are victorious, I will send couriers to the land about Tymwyvenne to give a full recounting of the events,” she offered, and then she smiled widely, “But only if I have Cazzira’s promise that my couriers will not join the army of the Tylwyn Doc!”

Both elves laughed at that, as did Brynn, but Pagonel just looked from one to the other curiously.

“I will explain it another day,” Brynn offered to the Jhesta Tu.

“A day when I am far, far away, no doubt,” said Cazzira, and the three shared another laugh.

They chatted easily for some time then, about the adventures that had taken them to To-gai, and with many promises that one day they would meet again. Then Juraviel walked up to Brynn and took her hands in his own.

“There are those among my people who doubt the wisdom of training the rangers,” he explained. “When they do, we speak to them of Mather; of Andacanavar, who still roams the wilds of Alpinador; and of Elbryan the Nightbird, who saved the world from the demon dactyl. And now, when the doubters speak up, they will be reminded of Brynn Dharielle, the Dragon of To-gai, who freed her people from the oppression of Behren.”

“The To-gai-ru are not yet free,” Brynn reminded.

“But they shall be, and soon enough,” said Juraviel.

Brynn bent down a bit then and kissed her dear friend on the cheek, and they hugged tightly and for a long while, and more than one tear made its way down her brown cheek.

“Let us set the army on the road south,” she said after a bit. “Then I will fly you to the base of the mountains, a quick start on your road to Tymwyvenne.”

They heard a distant call for Brynn at that same time; one of her commanders needed her assistance. She backed away from Juraviel and wiped away her tears, then squeezed his hand once more and headed away with Pagonel.

“It is more difficult to leave her than you expected,” Cazzira remarked to Juraviel when they were alone.

“I knew it would be hard. I found Brynn after I had lost a dear friend, Nightbird, and feared that I would never mend the hole in my heart. I miss him still, I always will, but Brynn Dharielle taught me to smile once more. She reminds me yet again of why we train the rangers, of the good that they can do in the world.”

Cazzira stepped in close beside him and took up his hand in her own, squeezing it gently. Juraviel turned a grateful look toward her, but one that fast shifted to a more serious and fearful expression.

“Do you think that she will win?” the Touel’alfar asked in all seriousness.

“I do not truly appreciate the power of her enemies,” Cazzira replied. “But Pagonel does, and I believe that he thinks she will win out.”

“You are surprised by these humans,” Juraviel remarked.

“It makes me regret our practice of giving them to the bog,” Cazzira admitted. “Never have my people viewed them as anything more than the goblins. I did not understand that they could be so self-sacrificing for principle, or so loyal.”

“Tymwyvenne will change in the years ahead.”

“Tymwyvenne already has,” Cazzira replied. “The fact that you, and especially Brynn, still draw breath is proof of that!”

Juraviel, still watching the woman and Pagonel walk away, merely nodded.

“Have you yet solved the riddle of why your Chezru Chieftain desired you murdered?” Pagonel asked, sitting beside Merwan Ma that same night, in a sheltered place off to the side of the main To-gai-ru encampment.

Merwan Ma looked at him and snickered. Always the same question, every day. “You are a patient one,” he said.

“I am willing to allow you to come to accept the truth of it in your own time,” the mystic replied. “I believe that you will tell me, one day soon, because you will realize that the cause I support is just.”

“Just?” the Shepherd scoffed. “You call the destruction of cities just? You believe that the blood of the thousands spilled upon the desert sands is just?”

“Regrettable, but unavoidable,” the mystic answered, breaking out his pack and handing some food to his prisoner. “Do you believe that there is any other way for To-gai to break free of the iron grip of your former master? Or is it that you believe that grip to be just?”

“Chezru Chieftain Yakim Douan is the God-Voice,” Merwan Ma insisted, and he pushed the food away. “His decisions are inspired, divinely so. He conquered To-gai to show the To-gai-ru a better way of life, and though there was immediate pain—”

“He conquered To-gai to fatten the purses of his greedy Yatols,” Pagonel interrupted. “And to increase his own power, though now, with Brynn’s campaign, he may be regretting that decision!”

“You know nothing.”

“I know what I see, and what I have seen from your God-Voice is imperialistic and opportunistic, and nothing more.”

“Because you do not understand that he speaks with Yatol!”

Pagonel drew out his knife again, and flipped it over in his hand so that the handle was out toward Merwan Ma. “You know what Yatol commanded concerning you,” he said dryly.

“I know no such thing,” the defiant Merwan Ma replied. “I know what a rogue Chezhou-Lei tried to do, and I am grateful that you saved my life. Beyond that, I have only your reasoning that the act was somehow connected to my master.”

“My reasoning and your own memory,” said Pagonel. “For you understand more than you will reveal. You know something, about the Chezru Chieftain likely, that he finds dangerous. Deny it as you will—to me, for you cannot deny it to yourself. When you view the act of the Chezhou-Lei and my reasoning in light of your own memories, you know that I am correct.”

“I will not betray Yatol, however you choose to twist my words!”

Pagonel smiled and rose in response, leaving the food beside the troubled young man. “We are moving this very night, so you should eat, and eat well.”

“To another city, to justly murder everyone within?” the Shepherd asked sarcastically.

“To the Mountains of Fire, to heal our wounds and rest out the winter sandstorms,” the mystic replied, and a horrified expression crossed Merwan Ma’s gentle face.

“The home of the Jhesta Tu!” he said.

“Near to it, though few, if any, will view the Walk of Clouds.”

“But I am doomed to that fate, I suppose,” said Merwan Ma, eliciting a puzzled expression from Pagonel. “That you might use your ancient torture techniques upon me to gather the information you desire,” the Shepherd reasoned.

“Ancient torture techniques?”

“I know all about your order, about how you can take the skin from a man without killing him, that his whole body burns with horrible fires! I know about your rituals, drinking the blood of babies and enemies. You believe that because you hide in the mountains far to the south that the world would have forgotten about the atrocities of the Jhesta Tu, but we have not, I assure you!”

His bluster was somewhat tempered by the sincere laughter of Pagonel. “You know the stories the Chezhou-Lei tell, and the Yatols tell, because they fear that if their subjects learned the truth of the Jhesta Tu, we would not be so hated. And they need to hate us, don’t you understand? Because, without an enemy to hate, without a threat from somewhere, keeping a nation in obedience is a much more difficult process.”

Merwan Ma hardly seemed convinced.

“Yes, you will visit the Walk of Clouds, Merwan Ma,” Pagonel remarked. “If only because I wish you to see the truth of the Jhesta Tu with your own eyes.”

“Why would that be important to you?”

“Because I suspect that you are intelligent enough to see the truth, of my order and of so much more,” Pagonel replied, and he bent low and patted the man on the shoulder. “I will leave you to your thoughts, and to your memories, my friend,” he said, and walked away.

A perfectly miserable Merwan Ma lowered his head into his hands, wanting simply to clear his mind of concerns and memories, and of future problems. But that last word Pagonel had uttered, “friend,” stayed with the poor Shepherd for a long, long time.

Once he had thought Yakim Douan to be his friend.

“You rode three horses into the sand to rush here to tell me that Yatol Bardoh will not be following you back to Jacintha, as I have ordered?” Yakim Douan said to the poor, trembling courier.

“Yatol Bardoh instructed me to deliver his response to you as quickly as possible, God-Voice,” the man stuttered.

“His response?” Douan asked incredulously. “What makes you, or him, think that he has the option of any response? He is to do as I instructed, do you hear?”

“Yes, God-Voice!”

Yakim Douan eyed the man threateningly for a short while, watching him squirm under that withering glare. Then he put on a disgusted look and waved the man away. “Ride five more horses into the sand, if that is what it takes,” he instructed. “Find your Yatol and tell him that the God-Voice is watching his every move closely, and is not amused.”

“Yes, God-Voice,” the trembling man said repeatedly, and he bowed with every retreating step.

Yakim Douan waved everyone else out of the room, as well, and collapsed in his chair, thoroughly frustrated. With the Dragon of To-gai nowhere to be found, he had ordered Yatol Bardoh and his fifteen thousand soldiers back to the Jacintha perimeter, to set defensive positions against this most frustrating of enemies. But Bardoh’s courier had come in to inform Douan that the man was turning for Avrou Eesa, his home city, and was taking the soldiers with him, ostensibly to help guard the farther reaches of Behren, the outer rim of the country, which was obviously more vulnerable to the Dragon of To-gai.

But Yakim Douan had lived through centuries, and he understood the southern turn to be much more a militarily tactical movement. Yatol Bardoh was using this time of crisis to further his own position, obviously. With Grysh dead, Bardoh was probably the second most powerful man in all of Behren, especially when he had fifteen thousand of Yakim Douan’s soldiers at his disposal!

Both Douan and Bardoh knew that the outer cities were not very pleased with the tight defensive stance about Jacintha and her neighboring cities, and were feeling abandoned and afraid. So now Yatol Bardoh could act the part of savior to them, and if Douan went overtly against him, even under the pretense of commands from Yatol, he would risk losing the loyalty of all those people in the outer regions. Yes, they were Chezru by religion, but the pragmatism of simple survival often trumped the tenets of religion.

So now Yatol Bardoh apparently saw his chance to further his own position among all the towns of the south and west. Given the fact that Yakim Douan had been speaking fairly openly about a time of Transcendence for a couple of years, who could guess how powerful the man hoped to become?

Yakim Douan took a deep, deep breath, trying to steady himself. He had to look beyond the immediate situation, beyond the Dragon of To-gai. She would be put down soon enough, obviously, but because of Yatol Bardoh’s impudence, Douan had to look ahead to the time of Transcendence. He had to find a way to placate the man, to satisfy his ego and his craving for power and glory, then he had to make sure that the man would follow the precepts of Transcendence.

Else all could be lost.

“Damn you, Dragon of To-gai!” Yakim Douan said suddenly, and he pounded his fist forcefully on the arm of his chair.

He heard a scuffle to the side then, and turned fast to see Shepherd Took staring at him wide-eyed.

“What is it?” he demanded.

“I wanted to tell you that Yatol Bardoh’s courier is already away, God-Voice,” the man stuttered. “Riding hard down the western road to Dahdah Oasis, and then to Dharyan.”

“Get out,” Douan ordered, and he waved his hand.

With many bows, Shepherd Took retreated.

Yakim Douan made a mental note that he would have to execute his latest attendant in the morning for spying upon him.

With a frustrated growl, the Chezru Chieftain ran a hand through his thinning hair, for that thought only illustrated how absurd and out of control this whole situation had become. How he missed Merwan Ma!

He reconsidered then his order to kill the man, and was sorry for a moment to think of the faithful and competent attendant lying dead under the sands of Dharyan. How extraordinary Merwan Ma truly had been, he had to believe then, for the string of prospective attendants that had followed the man had been anything but.

And Yakim Douan understood well that he could not risk Transcendence without a thoroughly competent and undyingly loyal attendant at his side.


Chapter 31
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Her Winter of Discontent

“I AM CERTAIN THAT I WILL COME TO DREAD THIS DAY AND CHASTISE MYSELF FOR agreeing to let you leave,” Brynn said to Juraviel and Cazzira. The three were back in To-gai, far to the north, at the southern entrance to the Path of Starless Night in the foothills of the Belt-and-Buckle. Behind them, Agradeleous stretched his great leathery wings and roared repeatedly into the winter wind.

“It was not your decision to make,” Juraviel replied. “Nor one that you could have changed, if you sought to.”

“If I begged Belli’mar Juraviel to help me, he would not?” Brynn asked, batting her eyes and putting on a purely wounded tone, almost sounding like the lost little girl who had first arrived at Andur’Blough Inninness.

All three shared a laugh at that.

“He would indeed,” said Cazzira. “Belli’mar Juraviel has a reputation among his own people, he tells me, that he is more fond of n’Touel’alfar than of Touel’alfar, and it is a reputation that he has truly earned!”

“Only if you consider Doc’alfar as n’Touel’alfar!” Juraviel shot back, adding in a wink at his lover and friend, and the three laughed all the louder.

But that mirth couldn’t hold, for the reality was that these three were saying good-bye. Juraviel and Cazzira were abandoning Brynn and her quest for their own, which seemed much more pressing to their respective peoples now that Brynn’s campaign was in full swing. The reality was that it seemed quite plausible that Brynn Dharielle would never see Belli’mar Juraviel again.

They both knew it, but neither spoke that possibility aloud. Instead, they shared a good meal and told many, many tales, mostly Juraviel and Brynn recounting to Cazzira some of their adventures together back in Andur’Blough Inninness, like the time Brynn had lured a deer with a sweet plant, that she could pass the challenge of touching the animal—turning what should have been a test of her stealth and understanding of her surroundings into a test of her charm. How many tales Juraviel had to recount of Brynn frustrating him and the other Touel’alfar, circumventing their plans while reaching every goal they had set out for her!

Late that afternoon, with daylight beginning to wane, they shared some hugs and some tears, some hopeful words about a reunion, and some assurances to each other that they would all succeed. And then the two elves walked into the deeper darkness of the Path of Starless Night, and suddenly Brynn Dharielle felt very much alone.

She hugged herself against the cold winter wind and reminded herself that Pagonel was back to the south, at the Mountains of Fire and the Walk of Clouds, waiting for her. Still, she stared into the black hole of the tunnel, feeling lonely and empty and fearful.

Behind her, Agradeleous roared.

“Are we to fly all the way back to the south this night?” the dragon asked some time later, with Brynn still standing there, staring into the tunnel.

She was no longer thinking of the two elves, though. Rather, she was formulating her continuing plans. The previous night, the last leg of the journey that had brought them up there, they had spotted several large encampments of the Behrenese army, still floundering about the To-gai steppes. Brynn was glad that the winter had caught the Behrenese still in To-gai, confident that the vicious weather would erode their morale, possibly even their numbers. She was thinking that she should find some way to keep the soldiers there, in misery, and perhaps even lure more in.

She glanced back at Agradeleous. “No,” she answered. “My army is at rest and needs us not at all. Perhaps you and I should find some fun in To-gai.”

The dragon looked at her curiously. “Fun?”

“You have wanted your fights, Agradeleous—more than I have allowed you, certainly. Perhaps it is time for you to have those fights.”

The dragon’s lips curled eagerly and a low growl escaped his lips, along with a trickling line of smoke.

“Let us go down this night, and however many it takes, for us to learn as much as we can about the situation in To-gai, that we might find ways to strike hard at our enemies.”

The dragon’s wicked grin receded more than a little. “Months of gathering information?” he asked, seeming none too pleased.

“Days,” Brynn assured him. “Only days. I desire battle as much as you. There is an enemy army within my country, likely making life miserable for my kinfolk.”

“We will chase them away!” Agradeleous roared.

“No,” Brynn corrected. “We will make them miserable and strike at their flanks, but above all else, we will keep them here.”

Again came that curious look, but Brynn gave a sincere smile in response, for the plan was already taking definite shape in her mind.

Brynn kept the dragon aloft for as long as she could stand the cold wind that first night and the next, mapping out the deployment of the Behrenese forces. They had several encampments, and it was obvious that the army was using a number of the settlements in the region for their bivouac, as well. Also, they weren’t as far west as they had been when Brynn had previously encountered them, and she was guessing that her To-gai forces had taken them on a chase out to the north and west, but that they had, for some reason, turned back.

Nor were the encampments static, for that second night, she noted that the westernmost groups had moved to the east, leap-frogging their fellow Behrenese. Brynn didn’t even need to see the movement before the third night to know that the pattern would be repeated, an organized, well-defended retreat back to the plateau rim, perhaps even back into Behren, to Dharyan.

She wasn’t surprised.

On the third night aloft, Brynn and Agradeleous found another encampment, a large one, further to the south and west. Recognizing it for what it was, Brynn had the dragon set her down far to the side, and then she walked in, greeting the To-gai-ru perimeter sentries.

They seemed to recognize her almost immediately, but when she drew out her sword and lit its magical fires, their smiles grew wide indeed, and they hustled her into the encampment.

Brynn’s initial thrill at finding the To-gai-ru was dampened quite a bit as she made her way through that huge encampment, for this was not the same group of eager warriors she had encountered on her last visit. Or at least, it was much more than that same group. Where that previous band had numbered two thousand, this one had to be ten times that number! Most of the people here were not warriors, however, but were the very young and the very old, were mothers with their children. And it was obvious to Brynn that they were not faring well. Only then did it hit the woman how profoundly her kinfolk back home were suffering because of the war. They had left the settlements—the Autumnal Nomaduc had seen to that—but forced together in a conglomeration of all the old tribes, they could not yet retain their old ways

In a tent with the leaders, including old Barachuk, the woman quickly got her answers.

“The Behrenese hoard all of the food, slaughter all of the elk and deer. They leave those which they cannot take to rot on the steppes,” said a man whom Brynn surely recognized: Tanalk Grenk of her old tribe, Kayleen Kek. “They stockpile the foodstuffs in their outposter settlements and guard them fiercely.”

“They continue to seek us,” added another leader, a fierce-looking woman who could not have been much older than Brynn. “If we reveal ourselves by striking at a settlement, they close a wide noose about us.”

“We have lost several battles and many warriors,” said Tanalk. “We have five thousand ready to fight, but we cannot hope to defeat the thousands of the Behrenese. And as the numbers of our warriors have grown, so, too, have our responsibilities.”

“We are in no condition to do battle against them!” a third interjected angrily. “We cannot repair our weapons. We cannot refill our quivers! Our horses starve, and we starve!”

Brynn took it all in stoically. Until this moment, she had viewed the distraction of the Chezru Chieftain’s great army as a blessing, allowing her to run wild through western Behren. But now she understood the brutal truth. Now she questioned her decision to initiate the Autumnal Nomaduc. Would her people left in To-gai have been better off to remain conquered, to remain under the control of the Behrenese, even if that meant that Brynn’s army would be having a much harder time of it in Behren?

“The winter will not be kind to us,” another voice piped in, and many concurring murmurs followed.

“We have won great victories in Behren,” she said, if only to judge the reaction. And that reaction was more positive than she had hoped, with Barachuk leading a cheer for Brynn Dharielle, for the Dragon of To-gai. Tanalk, who had obviously gained great respect among the folk, readily joined in. That these beleaguered people still stood behind her despite the terrible conditions her revolution had exacted upon them, struck Brynn profoundly and made her vow then and there, silently to herself, that she would not forsake them through this difficult season.

“I will return to you tomorrow night,” she promised. “We will find a way to bolster your supplies and your readiness. We will find a way to strike hard at the Behrenese, to chase the remnants of their once great army out of To-gai!”

She was surprised again at the response, for it seemed much more somber.

“They are strong,” Tanalk Grenk remarked quietly.

“Where will we hide this time?” Agradeleous asked her sarcastically when she returned to him out from the encampment.

Brynn didn’t immediately answer, going instead to the pile of netting and large skins on the ground beside the dragon. She had intended to make a supply run during her return to the Mountains of Fire, using Agradeleous in his customary role. That was fortunate, she now knew.

“Hide?” she replied skeptically. “We have several hours remaining until the dawn. Why would we hide?”

The dragon looked at her curiously.

“Let us find a settlement to destroy,” Brynn said grimly, and the dragon’s lips curled back.

They swooped down like a great bird of prey, right into the middle of a small outposter settlement. For those Behrenese still awake and near to the area, the first warning came too late, a sudden rush of air, the flap of a leathery wing, just in time for them to look up and see their doom as the dragon breathed its killing fire over them.

Agradeleous banked back up, hovering for just a split second, long enough for Brynn to leap down into the village and scramble into the shadows. She would be no spectator this time.

Alarms went up, as did a pair of bows from the sentries near the gate. But Agradeleous was upon them in a rush, jaws snapping, wings and tail smashing, and the sentries were dead and the gate crushed. Then the dragon flew off into the night, turning up high and out of sight, lining up his next angle of attack.

Brynn darted from shadow to shadow, listening to the sounds of the wakening town, measuring the screams. She put her back up against the wall of one cottage, right beside the door, and when it swung open and a man rushed out, the ranger turned and struck hard, a slash across his chest that sent him back inside, sprawling to the floor.

Another man loomed right behind him, a son or a brother, perhaps. He gave a shout and awkwardly tried to put up his axe in defense.

But Brynn leaped over the prone, dying man, to stab the second through the heart.

The ranger turned and rushed out into the village, avoiding the central area, where great flames leaped high into the night sky and the dark forms of terrified outposters rushed all about.

She turned down an alley between two long buildings, realizing at once that they were storehouses. Brynn put her sword up high and lit its blade, but only briefly, the prearranged signal with Agradeleous to mark where he should not loose his devastating fires.

Around the back corner of the building, Brynn turned to see three men running her way. Confident that they had not noticed her, she slipped back around the corner, sword in hand, and concentrated on their footsteps and chatter.

Brynn stepped out right in front of them, skewering the man on the left and tripping the one on the right. She stepped and turned past the stuck man, tearing free her sword and coming around all the way in perfect balance to bring her fine weapon in hard against the side of the third, trailing man. Brynn winced, and the outposter collapsed screaming, as his arm fell free to the ground.

Brynn heard the charge from behind, and purely on instinct brought her sword up horizontally over her head, intercepting a downward chop from the man she had tripped up. She spun and slashed, opening his belly, then stabbed ahead once, slipping Flamedancer deftly past his feeble parry and into his chest. Then she retracted it quickly and stuck him again, this time in the throat. He fell away, and Brynn retreated back into the shadows of the alleyway.

Agradeleous came across then with his second devastating pass, and a line of buildings on the opposite side of the village went up in flames.

By the time Brynn came out the other side of the alleyway, no semblance of organization remained within the doomed village. Outposters raced all about, screaming and crying. Many headed out over the wall, or through the smashed gates, fleeing desperately into the cold dark night.

Brynn caught another duo running her way, but looking back over their shoulders at the dragon, who had set down near the rear wall and was even then slaughtering outposters by the dozen. By the time the second man even looked ahead again, his companion lay beside him, mortally wounded, and Brynn’s sword was rushing for his chest.

He fell beside his friend.

It was over quickly, with the village deserted and most of it in flames. Brynn and the dragon did not give pursuit; the woman wanted those who had fled to bear witness to the sudden and devastating strike. The dragon, so excited from the destruction, had to be reminded of this tactic, but to Brynn’s surprise, he agreed. He went out from the village then, not to hunt down the fleeing Behrenese, but to retrieve the netting and skins, then joined Brynn at the warehouses.

As the pair rose again into the night sky, they noted the torches of the nearest section of the great Behrenese army, rushing for the dying outposter settlement.

It took Brynn a long time to convince Agradeleous to hold his course steady, to the south and the west.

Just before dawn, Brynn walked into the encampment of To-gai-ru once more, bidding the perimeter guards to follow her out into the darkness, to a mound of foodstuffs and other supplies.

“There will be more,” she promised grimly. “Every night. But keep your eyes out far, for the Behrenese army will be marching swiftly, trying to find you, and to find me. Stay ahead of them—I will find you and feed you.”

With that, she was gone, and the legend of the Dragon of To-gai had grown a bit more.

Over the next few weeks, Brynn and Agradeleous hit settlement after settlement, scattering their attacks far and wide to avoid any organized attempt by the Behrenese army to trap them. As the woman had promised, she returned often to the To-gai-ru encampment, delivering stolen supplies. And so the To-gai-ru grew stronger while the Behrenese chased ghosts and died by the score. And the word went out, throughout To-gai and into Behren, that the Dragon of To-gai and her army had returned to the steppes of their homeland.

In western Behren, the news was received with mixed feelings, more relief than trepidation. Though Brynn was running unchecked throughout the steppes, and many Behrenese were being slaughtered, at least she was out of Behren, they believed, where the army had been unable to find and destroy her, and every city seemed vulnerable.

In Avrou Eesa, Yatol Bardoh took the news as an invitation to brag that he and his soldiers had chased the Dragon of To-gai away, often punctuating his long-winded speeches with promises that he would march out in the spring and finish the Dragon of To-gai once and for all.

Many To-gai-ru slaves in Avrou Eesa heard those boasts, and relayed them out of the city. Thus Pagonel and the To-gai-ru army, wintering safely and quietly in the fields scattered within the Mountains of Fire, heard them, too.


Chapter 32
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Hit and Run?

“HE HAS A GREAT ARMY AT HIS DISPOSAL,” PAGONEL REMINDED BRYNN. FARTHER north, the winter snows were beginning to relinquish their grip upon the land, and there near the Mountains of Fire, the day was almost uncomfortably warm. “Yatol Bardoh boasts because he believes himself to be safe.”

Brynn looked around at her army, now more than six thousand strong. They were eager, she knew, hungry to be back on the roads that would lead them to the next Behrenese city that would fall before them. And though Brynn had seen much fighting over the winter, she too longed for a great battle, man against man, army against army.

“Do you believe that the dog Bardoh will come out after us, as he has declared?” she asked.

Pagonel shrugged noncommitally.

“Do you believe that we might lure him from his city?”

Pagonel shrugged again, and looked at Brynn hard. “Even if you do, going against that army would be folly, for it is as great a force as is now in To-gai. And Yatol Bardoh …”

He paused as Brynn spat upon the ground.

“He is reputed to be a fine military leader,” the mystic finished.

“He is a murdering dog, and nothing more,” said Brynn. “And before this is ended, I will have his head.”

Pagonel’s expression became even more puzzled. “You would risk all to go against him?”

Brynn’s hard look didn’t answer the question in the least, and for a moment, the mystic honestly feared that Brynn would do just that.

“I will get him out of Avrou Eesa and into Behren,” Brynn declared. “Not too far over the plateau rim. I want him to see the smoke from the fires when I destroy his city.”

Pagonel had never seen her so grim and so determined.

Brynn said no more, but walked from the encampment and through a long and rocky pass, to where Agradeleous waited. She and the dragon had made several journeys back there during the winter months, but this one would be the shortest stay, for that very night, after only a few hours among her forces, the Dragon of To-gai was back in the air, flying fast for the north.

They stayed along the plateau rim for a long way, with Brynn taking careful note of the terrain, a plan already beginning to form.

Yes, she would lure Yatol Tohen Bardoh from his home, and let him sit up on the plateau helplessly while his home burned.

She found Tanalk Grenk and her To-gai forces right where she had left them, and surprised them indeed when she ordered a split among them, with a portion of the strongest warriors riding south and east, and the rest, accompanying those who could not fight, fleeing straightaway to the southland.

“Now, with the weather at last breaking, you will get your fight,” Brynn told the force that would travel with her, and that brought as many concerned murmurs as eager grins. The To-gai-ru understood the power of the Behrenese forces assembled against them, after all.

“We will strike, and we will run,” Brynn explained. “Leading our enemies back toward Behren, to the edge of the plateau rim.”

“And into Behren?” one man asked.

“We will take them to a point where there seems no route into Behren,” Brynn answered. “Where they will believe us trapped by the plateau rim and where they will likely find allies to strike against us.”

More murmurs filtered throughout the gathering, but Brynn, growing more and more confident, merely smiled.

And so it began, with the newest To-gai-ru army, two thousand strong, overrunning an outposter settlement teasingly close to the frustrated Behrenese army. A week later, a second settlement fell, far to the south and east of the previous. While flying about on Agradeleous that night after the second battle, Brynn noted that the Behrenese army had turned more to the south, and she also noted a line of couriers riding out straight to the east. Yes, her enemies knew where they were, and knew well the terrain.

She was counting on that most of all.

Through it all, the ranger kept Agradeleous in check, tightly reined. She was not willing to reveal him further to her enemies, for all of this, in the end, would come down to his ability to serve her army well. She did fly out to the south, to the Mountains of Fire, to instruct Pagonel to begin the march toward Avrou Eesa.

Two days later, a Behrenese supply caravan was flattened, and the chase continued, and the word continued to spread into Behren that the Dragon of To-gai had indeed returned to the steppes, but was fighting her way back toward Behrenese soil.

Right in the region immediately west of Yatol Bardoh and Avrou Eesa.

The march from Bardoh’s city began the very next day, heading for a pass that would bring the glory-hungry Yatol and his fifteen thousand onto the To-gai plateau to the north of Brynn’s position, with the second army, led by Chezhou-Lei Shauntil, circling fast to the south. At that particular juncture of the two kingdoms, there weren’t many easy routes up or down the plateau, and it seemed obvious to the Behrenese that the Dragon of To-gai had erred, for Yatol Bardoh would beat her to the north pass, arriving within a week, and Shauntil had the west and the south already cut off.

Brynn’s To-gai based army continued its flight to the east, seemingly walking into the jaws between the mighty Behrenese forces.

And then, a few days later, they were out of room, with the cliffs of the plateau divide blocking their way to the east, and with south, west, and north blocked by the two pursuing armies.

“Burn your fires bright this night,” Brynn instructed her warriors.

“For tomorrow, we will fight and die!” one man called out, and neither he, nor any of the others, seemed bothered by that grim possibility.

“For tomorrow, we will begin our ride across the sands of Behren,” Brynn corrected, and she pointed out over the cliff. “Down there.” She finished with a whistle, and the great dragon Agradeleous rose up over the edge of the cliff, higher and higher, and bearing under him a huge platform, secured to his talons by thick ropes.

They rode like the sandstorm whirlwinds across the open desert, the great storm that was the Dragon of To-gai and her followers. Before Yatol Bardoh and Chezhou-Lei Shauntil had even charged their way out of the steppes and back onto Behren’s light brown sands, Brynn and her two thousand had the city of Avrou Eesa in sight.

The woman looked to the south, knowing from the previous night’s dragon flight that Pagonel and her main force was still several days away. If she waited for them, the assault on Avrou Eesa would have to happen right before Yatol Bardoh returned, and then they would have to flee wildly, with the Behrenese in hot pursuit.

But Avrou Eesa was a prize that Brynn would not let get away, for she keenly remembered the grim fate of her parents at the hands of Yatol Bardoh.

That night, she went in with Agradeleous, swooping about the city, setting buildings ablaze and toppling defensive positions and great catapults, blasting down the many remaining soldiers who came out against them.

And then, from on high, Brynn yelled down to them, told them to flee Avrou Eesa or be destroyed. “Run down the eastern road!” she cried. “I claim this place for To-gai. Be gone!”

The response came in the form of a volley of arrows that had Brynn ducking tight to Agradeleous’ back and had the dragon roaring in protest at the pestering stings.

“Destroy that group,” Brynn ordered, and the outraged Agradeleous was more than happy to comply, tucking his great wings and falling into a stoop that shot him right past the archer battery as he leveled out.

By the time Agradeleous flew out past the Behrenese line, many had died before his breath, others from his wing, and he clutched two screaming men, one in each talon. Now he and Brynn went up high over the city, back to their original position, where Brynn repeated her warning that any who did not flee the city would die in it the next day.

To accentuate her warnings, Agradeleous then dropped the two men, one after the other.

At dawn the next day, Brynn and her two thousand charged Avrou Eesa’s western gate, with the dragon coming in to support them from the north.

There was little resistance, and when Brynn walked into the conquered city soon after, moving to the high tower that anchored the eastern wall, she noted the lines of Behrenese who had fled at the onset of the attack, running wildly to the east.

Late that same day, Brynn’s scouts came in, reporting that Yatol Bardoh and his forces were coming down from the plateau in the north, and Chezhou-Lei Shauntil and his were coming down along the route to the south.

“We will have the city pillaged before the dawn, then we can flee out to the open sands,” one of her commanders remarked.

Brynn shook her head. “Pillage the city and hide the supplies and the valuables out in the desert,” she did agree. “But we will not run. Not this time.”

That brought many surprised looks from those leaders standing about her, all keenly aware that somewhere around thirty thousand Behrenese warriors would soon converge on Avrou Eesa.

“Pagonel is not far,” the woman explained.

“We would still be sorely outnumbered,” one man observed.

“Only if we fight them as a singular, or even as half, of their force,” Brynn replied, a grin widening on her face as she thought of yet another way she might stick a pin into the eye of the Chezru Chieftain and his marauding people, and particularly into the eye of Yatol Tohen Bardoh.

“What do you know?” one To-gai-ru woman asked her.

“We can outride them. We can outrun them,” Brynn answered. She turned her gaze to the west, to the line of distant heights that marked the To-gai plateau. If the armies were filtering down the narrow passes out of the steppes, north and south, then she and Agradeleous could catch them in a vulnerable position indeed.

She nodded as she considered that her fighting that day was not done. She had to go out with the dragon, anyway, she knew, to go and inform Pagonel of his role in the upcoming daring battle.

“A large group of the fleeing Behrenese have camped just to the west of us,” another scout reported soon after, and beside the woman, Tanalk Grenk issued a low growl as threatening as any Agradeleous himself had ever grumbled.

“Leave them there,” Brynn replied, issuing that order to all of her fierce leaders. “Let them tell Yatol Bardoh of our approximate strength.”

“That he might overrun Avrou Eesa with complete confidence?” another man asked.

“That he will encircle Avrou Eesa to prevent any escape.”

“Your great dragon cannot fly us all out of here quickly enough, as it did to bring us down from the plateau,” came one concerned reply.

But Brynn only smiled all the wider, thinking that it was indeed time to take a gamble, and time to engage some Behrenese soldiers openly.

As dusk fell over the steppes, the desert already dark behind them, Brynn and Agradeleous saw the long line of torches, winding down from the To-gai plateau along a narrow and rocky descent to the Behrenese floor.

“He force-marches through the night, hoping to catch up to us,” Brynn yelled to the dragon. “The dog Bardoh is angry, and his anger will be his downfall!”

Agradeleous beat his wings more powerfully, speeding them along the plateau line, sweeping down from the north.

Brynn urged the dragon straight across that long and narrow line. The beast banked and swept past, breathing forth his fire, immolating those poor Behrenese who could not flee or find any cover behind the rocks. The dragon’s tail thrashed as he passed, splintering stone and sending men flying to their deaths.

Caught by complete surprise, it took the Behrenese a long time to organize their archers up high on the plateau ledge and for those caught along the narrow trail to find cover, or to scramble down among the massing defensive formations already on the desert floor.

Brynn and Agradeleous struck hard and struck repeatedly during that time of confusion and tumult. And then, as the organization grew stronger, as volleys of arrows filled the sky and great ballistae prepared their deadly shots, Brynn brought the dragon out from the plateau, and shouted down, “Avrou Eesa is mine!”

And then she and Agradeleous rushed off to the south, flying fast along the plateau line and repeating the destruction on the second Behrenese force, that of Shauntil. This army, under the crack command of the cunning Chezhou-Lei, organized more quickly and sent Brynn and Agradeleous fleeing fast for safety with little damage done and only a few Behrenese lost.

The ranger and her dragon flew to the south and then to the east, and eventually, they saw the distant fires of Pagonel’s force.

There, the dragon set Brynn down outside the encampment, and she went to her allies.

“It seems a desperate plan,” Pagonel warned her privately, after the gathering of commanders had dispersed so that the warrior woman and her friend could share some private moments.

“Every movement grows more desperate, with the pursuit growing more organized,” Brynn replied. “The Chezru Chieftain will send even more out against us. A third force will march from Jacintha, and then a fourth, I am certain, and they will catch us, and any one of the forces could likely destroy us, or at least weaken us enough to render us ineffective.”

Pagonel nodded grimly. “You knew from the outset that even if you organized all of To-gai behind you, you could not defeat the Behrenese in force.”

Then it was Brynn’s turn to nod, and grimly. “Avrou Eesa has fallen, and Yatol Bardoh will force-march all the way to the broken gates. Let us sting him again—I pray to Joek that I will find the chance to wet my blade with cursed Bardoh’s own blood.”

“Even if that opportunity costs you the greater war you have waged?”

The question made Brynn back off a bit, quieted her eagerness, and made her consider carefully her current course.

“These plans will work,” she said.

“Is it a necessary chance?”

“It is one that seems plausible, and that will afford us a great gain.”

“Great?”

“Great enough,” Brynn insisted. “Every victory will become more difficult as we draw the Chezru Chieftain’s power out of Jacintha. Let us take every victory as we find it. On my way here, Agradeleous and I struck at both Behrenese forces filtering down from To-gai. We did not kill many—a hundred, perhaps—but likely many more than that now desire to flee the army, for in return for their dead, they got nothing. No kills. No blood for blood. That is the most frustrating thing of all for a warrior.”

The mystic nodded his agreement. “If Chezhou-Lei Shauntil is as focused on his march toward Avrou Eesa as you presume, then he will not see us.”

“And then my plan …?”

“May indeed sting the Behrenese once again,” Pagonel admitted. “But we will be sorely pressed, and running fast with an angry army in close pursuit.”

“With Agradeleous, we can supply; they cannot,” Brynn insisted. “And To-gai-ru can outride Behrenese. How long will they chase us? How soon will we forge enough of a lead to flatten yet another city?”

“How soon will Chezru Douan send another thirty thousand out against you?”

The question was sobering, because Brynn understood that Douan could do just that.

But Brynn only nodded and accepted the possibilities. “You understand your role, and the timing?”

“We will be there,” Pagonel assured her.

Brynn smiled, and kissed him on the cheek.

Soon after, she and Agradeleous were gone, flying back to the north. Brynn didn’t strike at Shauntil’s force on the return trip, recognizing with a couple of high fly-bys that the Chezhou-Lei warrior had his army ready to strike back hard immediately. But they did indeed hit at the less-prepared army of Yatol Bardoh, swooping down from on high and scattering the final lines of soldiers making their way down from the plateau, for Bardoh had not even kept his earlier forces assembled below to provide cover, instead riding them straight out toward Avrou Eesa.

Agradeleous feasted on the weakened end of that Behrenese line, more than doubling his kills for the night. Brynn took great satisfaction in seeing many other Behrenese warriors turning from their assigned course, fleeing north and south, apparently deserting Bardoh’s army.

That was her strength, the ranger realized, the strength of To-gai, for she and her leaders would never have left so many behind in pursuit of a goal. Yatol Bardoh cared nothing for his warriors, beyond the goals he desired; Brynn knew that her own warriors recognized that she did not subscribe to that losing philosophy.


Chapter 33
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The Dragon Ruse

BRYNN STOOD ON THE WESTERN WALL OF AVROU EESA, STARING OUT OVER THE desert to a distant cloud of stirred sands. She questioned herself repeatedly, her decision to remain there, to try to sting again before disappearing into the open desert. Was it her hatred of Yatol Bardoh that was driving her? Was she hoping for a chance to avenge her parents’ murder? And if so, was she risking too much to find that chance?

She took heart that Pagonel and her larger army would arrive on time, as arranged. Given that, the plan didn’t seem so desperate, as long as her guess concerning Yatol Bardoh’s reaction to the loss of Avrou Eesa proved correct.

She was standing there, mulling it all over, when an unexpected companion walked up beside her. Brynn turned, startled, for she had not seen Agradeleous in his lizardman form in some time. She noted, too, that the dragon was limping a little bit.

“Their arrows sting you,” she remarked.

“It will take more than arrows to bring down Agradeleous,” the dragon assured her.

Brynn nodded and looked back to the sandstorm. “Our enemies,” she said.

“Our?”

The woman turned and studied the dragon, surprised by the comment, though when she thought about it, it made perfect sense. Agradeleous, it seemed, didn’t really care who or what he was destroying.

“I must soon ask you to go out through a hail of arrows again,” she said. “I will need you to convince Yatol Bardoh that we are attempting to flee to the east.”

The dragon nodded, seeming unconcerned.

“I plan to draw his line about the city,” Brynn started to explain, but her voice trailed off as she realized that the dragon wasn’t paying her any heed. “None of this matters to you, does it?”

Agradeleous’ eyes narrowed as he regarded her more closely.

“There is no difference between us—me and my people, and the Behrenese—is there?”

The dragon blinked, but did not otherwise respond.

“And if a Behrenese ally had found you in your lair and brought you out, you would be fighting for them, as you are now fighting for me. Correct?”

Another blink.

“Or is it that you are not fighting for me?” Brynn reasoned it through. “You are fighting for Agradeleous, and nothing more. I offered you a deal that you thought acceptable, and so your fires char the Behrenese soldiers.” She paused and stared at the dragon hard, waiting until she had his full attention. “Do you not understand why I wage this war?”

“I do not understand the wars of humans, nor do I wish to,” the dragon finally replied. “You fight for your freedom.” He shrugged, his great muscled shoulders rising up almost over his head. “It all makes so little sense to me, that humans would enslave humans in the first place. You are a curious race, and a lesser race, from all that I see.”

Then it was Brynn’s turn to narrow her eyes.

“You think me a creature of wanton destruction, and to an extent, you are correct,” the dragon went on. “When I care not at all about the creatures in the line of my flames, I find it exciting to breathe forth the fire. And I care not at all about humans.”

Brynn noted that there was something less than convincing in that statement, some subtle hint from the dragon’s tone.

“Behrenese, To-gai-ru … you are all the same. No dragon would think to enslave another dragon.”

“So if a Behrenese agent had found you, you might well be flying against me now,” Brynn reasoned, and again the dragon shrugged, as if it did not matter.

“Then thank your good fortune,” he said. “Or call it the ultimate justice of fate, the gods themselves shining upon your cause for freedom, if that brings you comfort.”

Brynn turned away sharply. “There is a difference,” she stated through gritted teeth. “A difference between what they have done to us, and what we now try to accomplish.”

“Indeed.”

“The To-gai-ru have never tried to conquer Behren,” Brynn remarked against that sarcasm.

“Because they have never been able to,” Agradeleous was quick to point out. “When you have the power, only then can you measure the relative morality of your peoples.”

Brynn wanted to argue, wanted to find some words to deny the logic of the dragon’s observations. But in truth, she could not. Would her people have acted any differently, had they been the conquerors? Had they acted any differently in their first large victory, when Dharyan had been overrun? Until she had intervened, the Behrenese had been subjected to many of the same injustices they had shown to the To-gai-ru.

But she had intervened. Brynn had to remind herself at that uncertain moment, with Agradeleous, of all people, laying bare her conscience, and with Yatol Bardoh and thirty thousand Behrenese warriors coming to destroy her relatively insignificant army.

“You are quite observant for one who does not know humans,” Brynn remarked.

Agradeleous gave a rumbling laugh. “Detachment allows for that.”

Brynn turned to face him once more, locking him with a serious stare. “Will you fly out against the archers?”

The dragon put on a perfectly awful grin. “With pleasure.”

The storm swept in across the blowing sands, thirty thousand strong, led by riders waving the huge curved swords favored by many Behrenese warriors. They charged at Avrou Eesa’s western gate, and for a brief moment, Brynn’s heart sank in the fears that Yatol Bardoh would abandon all caution and just overrun his conquered city.

But then the lead riders broke, left and right, their horses thundering about Avrou Eesa to encircle the wide city. With the discipline of a superbly trained army, the Behrenese soldiers filtered to their appropriate positions. By late afternoon, Brynn and her army were fully encircled, the enemy line secured like a hangman’s noose, and with the devastating war engines already assembled out to the west of the city.

The bombardment began soon after dusk, with balls of pitch soaring in to smash walls, splattering all about.

Brynn’s warriors let many of the ensuing fires burn, for they had no desire to save any more of Yatol Bardoh’s city than those sections they needed for defense.

The first charge came soon after, with infantry marching in from all sides, shield to shield.

Brynn knew that Bardoh was trying to draw her out, to see how much firepower she and her warriors could throw back at him. And so she did not disappoint, lining the walls, particularly the eastern one, with archers and meeting the charge with volley after volley of arrows.

And then she went out, upon Agradeleous, sweeping first to the south, scattering the terrified Behrenese before her, then turning to the east, where that line broke almost immediately and rushed back to the cover of their own archers.

Brynn banked Agradeleous sharply, putting the dragon in fast flight right over the city and beyond, sweeping to the west, flying right over the surprised Behrenese infantry and right over the reserve cavalry, all fighting to hold their terrified horses steady, and right through the hail of arrows the Behrenese archers launched their way.

Agradeleous bore down on the war engines with a vengeance, setting a catapult ablaze, then banking up to hover beside another, his great tail smashing hard against the supporting beams.

“Fly away!” Brynn cried out frantically. “Agradeleous, fly away!”

Too excited and enraged, the dragon didn’t even hear her, and so his surprise was complete when a ballista bolt smashed hard against his side, knocking him from the sky.

The Behrenese warriors cheered and charged, long lances flashing in the firelight.

“Up!” Brynn commanded. “Up and back to the city!”

The dragon spun about and charged into the coming line of soldiers, taking hit after brutal hit, but giving out killing blows with great claws and chomping maw, beating others aside with his great wings and launching still more far away with his deadly tail.

Brynn kept urging him up, as more and more Behrenese soldiers charged in fearlessly.

The woman’s respect for her foes increased dramatically in those few minutes.

Finally, to Brynn’s great relief, the dragon leaped up into the air, his great wings beating immediately to send him flying back toward Avrou Eesa’s western gate. The pair set down in the courtyard just beyond the gate, Brynn leaping down from the dragon’s back to inspect his greatest wound, where the ballista spear had hit home.

The warrior woman winced, more at her own thoughts than at the wound—for she had allowed herself, for a brief moment, to hope that the wound would prove fatal. In the end of all this, whether To-gai was free or not, Brynn Dharielle would have to deal with the fact that she had been instrumental in letting a dragon loose upon the world, and though she had exacted the necessary promise from Agradeleous, she was not sure that it would hold.

“How bad?” she asked the dragon, moving around to face him directly.

Agradeleous growled and reached for the ballista spear with his foreleg, then tore it out. He reared on his hind legs, roared defiantly, and hurled the bloody spear across the sands, into the midst of the still-scrambling Behrenese far beyond the gate.

Then came the bone-crunching sounds as Agradeleous began his transformation to his bipedal form. All about him, To-gai-ru warriors blanched and retreated, as fast and as far as they could run.

But Brynn stood right there, before the dragon, grateful to him for his sacrifice that night. A necessary sacrifice, and one that had turned the Behrenese charge into a fast retreat.

Lookouts on the walls were even then calling down that their enemies had broken off, all about the city, had returned to the encircling perimeter and were striking camp.

“I will need you again in the morning,” Brynn whispered to the dragon. “When Pagonel arrives.”

The dragon growled, and nodded.

Brynn took a deep breath and headed away, cursing herself silently for her moment of selfishness, when she had hoped the dragon would die.

No, it wouldn’t be that easy. For the sake of To-gai and all her dreams, it couldn’t be.

The timing could not have been better for Brynn and her companions. Dawn broke over the city of Avrou Eesa, bright and clear, and the Behrenese began their charge, their perimeter collapsing inward. And at that same moment, Brynn saw the flashing signal out in the distance beyond the westernmost Behrenese cluster that told her of Pagonel’s arrival.

“Eastern wall!” she cried, and more than half of her warriors ran that way, launching arrows out at the charging Behrenese, though they were still too far away for any effective barrage. As the warriors bent down behind the wall, they propped helmets in place, decoys to make it look as if they intended to hold the wall.

And then they abandoned their posts, running to their waiting mounts, who were assembled in the western courtyard before the gates.

Brynn, meanwhile, went to Agradeleous. She sent the dragon flying away to the east, dropping down to attack the Behrenese advance. As the lines broke apart, the eastern gates of Avrou Eesa were thrown wide and many horses charged out.

Riderless horses. Captured Behrenese horses.

From her post on the western wall, Brynn took hope as she saw the Behrenese lines beginning to veer toward the west. Yatol Bardoh had anticipated a breakout, and following logic and the dragon’s strike, he expected the breakout to be to the east.

But Yatol Bardoh did not know that a second To-gai-ru force, thrice the size of the one he had contained within Avrou Eesa, was just to the west of him.

The city’s western gates flew wide and out came the charge of Brynn and her two thousand warriors, bearing down on the main Behrenese force west of the city.

And then came the battle cries and thunder of the second To-gai-ru force, charging east, bearing down on the same enemy positions.

Caught between the vise, the Behrenese forces scrambled to find some defensive posture.

Brynn drove her charges in hard, her sword all ablaze, Runtly answering her every command and improvising when necessary. The To-gai-ru came through like a swarm of locusts caught on a fast wind, slashing the Behrenese ranks, forcing soldiers to dive aside or be trampled.

They did not stop to engage, though, but continued their charge until they had linked up with the larger force, moving west to east with similar brutal efficiency.

And then they turned, as one, to the north and the open sands, riding hard and outdistancing the surprised and confused Behrenese.

By the time the main numbers of Yatol Bardoh’s warriors had come around to the western line, Brynn and her warriors were a dust cloud on the northern horizon.

They left behind a field of carnage, of many fallen Behrenese and more than a few fallen To-gai-ru, as well. But the breakout had worked—another devastating blow to the Behrenese morale, and a lightning fast battle that claimed the lives of ten times more Behrenese than To-gai-ru.

And then came Agradeleous, just to accentuate Yatol Bardoh’s embarrassment, sweeping past the Behrenese field, accepting the volley of hundreds of arrows and returning a strafing line of killing fire, and even managing to catch up a Behrenese warrior in his tearing claws.

And then the dragon, too, was gone, flying fast to the north.

Coming from his position east of Avrou Eesa, where they had expected the breakout, Chezhou-Lei Shauntil did not arrive on the true battlefield until long after Brynn and her minions, including Agradeleous, had long departed. The warrior found his commander, Yatol Bardoh, leaning on the wreckage of what had been a catapult, staring vacantly to the dust cloud rising in the north, and suddenly looking all of his sixty years of age.

“Yatol,” the warrior greeted, snapping a curt bow.

Yatol Bardoh’s head slowly turned, that he could regard the man, but then swiveled back to the north, his face a mask of blank horror. “Hunt her down and kill her,” he said.

“She is a gnat, Yatol,” Shauntil replied. “She flies about us while we swipe futilely at her, but her stings are not lethal. We have missed thus far, but one hit—”

“Hunt her down and kill her.”

“Yes, Yatol. She is a cunning foe, and she has not erred of yet. But while her perfection of tactics has kept her alive, it has not truly wounded us. When she makes her first error, it will be her last.”

“Hunt her down and kill her.”

“It will be done, Yatol,” Shauntil assured him. “We learn more of her with each movement. It is her dragon that allows her army to run about the open desert, supplying her forces, perhaps even flying them at times, as surely it must to have escaped our vise at the plateau divide. But we are seeing the limitations of the beast—it was almost brought down this very day, and every city will become more prepared to deal with it, should it arrive. Once it is gone, this woman and her armies will be no more.”

Yatol Bardoh’s head swiveled about again and he fixed Chezhou-Lei Shauntil with the coldest and most determined stare the warrior had ever seen from the man—from the man who had murdered hundreds in his years of terror in To-gai, the man who had lined the plateau divide overlooking this very region with the crucified bodies of a hundred To-gai-ru women.

Yatol Bardoh said slowly, without emotion, “Hunt her down and kill her.”


Chapter 34
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Sacrilege Revealed

“THEY ARE HOT AND THIRSTY,” CHEZHOU-LEI SHAUNTIL REPORTED TO YATOL BARDOH, as the two of them, along with many others, looked over the destroyed remains of a supply caravan. For a month since the recapture of Avrou Eesa, they had been chasing Brynn across the desert. They knew that they could not outpace her, and so they had continued to try to outguess her.

She had doubled back behind them, somehow, and had flattened the closest supply caravan.

For the second time this week.

“She must have a smaller force operating in the area,” Yatol Bardoh announced, nodding with every word. “She uses her main force to keep us moving in one direction, and has splinters hidden among the dunes to interrupt the supply line.”

“The caravans are well-armed and guarded,” Shauntil dared to reply, drawing a scowl from his frustrated master.

“Against the likes of a dragon?” Yatol Bardoh snapped back, and the Chezhou-Lei bowed apologetically for his obviously errant thinking.

“We must stretch our line longer as we pursue,” Bardoh remarked, and it seemed to Shauntil that he was more thinking out loud than addressing the warrior. “Yes, we will spearhead long points whenever we think we are near her, and sweep our forces in behind, a left or right flank. Or split to flank both ways, encircling her as we did in Avrou Eesa, but with no walls between us!” As he finished, he looked to Shauntil for confirmation, but the Chezhou-Lei was shaking his head, not nodding.

The warrior stopped, though, and stood at attention, not about to question unless the Yatol called for his opinion.

“A bold maneuver,” Bardoh insisted, but Shauntil, despite his discipline, wore an expression of disagreement.

“Speak your mind!” the Yatol scolded.

“I fear any bold movements against one who has been as cunning and as lucky as the Dragon of To-gai,” the warrior admitted. “We must be dogged and patient in our pursuit. We must arm and train any city we pass by. If we lose a thousand men to attrition and by moving them into city positions, then it is not so devastating to our great army, and surely we can replace them many times over if necessary. But every loss must weigh heavily on the Dragon of To-gai, for in this land that is not her home, she will find replacements difficult to come by.”

“Her army has swelled with freed slaves,” Yatol Bardoh reminded him. “How clearly we saw that as they burst free from my city.”

“Yes, but that was in the beginning, and in Dharyan and Pruda, the two cities, other than Jacintha, with the most slaves. And even those former slaves must be second-guessing their decision to join the woman, as they spend the days wandering through the desert heat. Surely their existence under Behrenese control was more comfortable than that which they now endure, even with this dragon apparently delivering supplies.”

“Do you ask that the whole of Behren cower behind city walls, that this barbarian witch can run free all about our lands?” the Yatol asked with obvious skepticism and anger.

Shauntil straightened his shoulders as if he had been slapped. “No, Yatol!” he answered with obedient enthusiasm. “Never that. I wish only to ensure that we do not err and allow the Dragon of To-gai to win any more impressive victories. Time is on our side, I believe. We have erred in underestimating her, and she has made not a single error to date. But she will.”

“And one error will be her last,” Yatol Bardoh added immediately. “But only if we are close by and prepared to seize upon her moment of vulnerability. I will see Behren free of her, Shauntil, and I intend to be the one who personally executes her in front of a grateful populace. And you are the one who will deliver her to me, whatever it takes. Do we have an understanding?”

“Yes, Yatol.”

Bardoh nodded and looked one last time at the destroyed caravan, then waved his hand in disgust and walked away.

Shauntil relaxed immediately and blew a frustrated sigh. Bardoh was playing right into the Dragon of To-gai’s hands, he knew.

But he was Chezhou-Lei, and sworn to follow the orders of the Yatols.

The Yatol and the warrior repeated the scene and the discussion while looking over the remains of yet another destroyed caravan three weeks later in the desert region east of Pruda.

Yakim Douan dropped his head into his hands and clutched tightly at his thinning hair. It took all of the discipline he could muster to not scream aloud!

Avrou Eesa. The Dragon of To-gai had taken Avrou Eesa, and had then escaped right through Yatol Bardoh’s encircling line!

And now Bardoh and Shauntil were wandering the open desert with more than twenty-five thousand soldiers, trying to catch this woman, who remained as elusive as a ghost. The Behrenese legions were taxing the stores of every city and every oasis they neared, hauling out supplies by the wagonload.

Douan understood the dangers of this game. For the To-gai-ru, every day spent ahead of the pursuit pleased them and made them bolder, while each passing day in the brutal heat no doubt wore at the resolve of his great army.

“I will send them all back into To-gai, to scorch the land as they pass,” he said aloud, addressing his newest attendant, the eleventh since the departure of Merwan Ma. The thin young man didn’t nod and didn’t say anything, as he had been instructed. He was there to listen and nothing more! “Yes, that will force the Dragon of To-gai back onto the steppes in a desperate attempt to salvage some homeland to free!”

Even as he finished, the Chezru Chieftain shook his head and growled. He had already tried that with Shauntil, and the man had found very little to burn, and very few To-gai-ru to punish.

“Yatol damn it!” he swore, standing up fast, and his attendant, eyes wide, backpedaled. Douan looked at him with obvious disgust and said, “Get out, you idiot,” and waved him away, and the young man nearly fell over himself with his repeated bows as he exited.

He returned shortly afterward, though, with a group of emissaries from various Behrenese districts, mostly the south and the west. One from Yatol De Hamman complained of increasing pirate activities, and pointedly blamed Yatol Peridan for tolerating the criminals. One from Peridan spoke of mercenaries raiding his smaller outlying towns—mercenaries hired by the Dragon of To-gai, and possibly supported, his message hinted, by Yatol De Hamman.

Yakim Douan understood the significance of having all of these emissaries come in together; this was akin to a unified protest, one on the border of revolt and one struggling against itself, from the outlying and vulnerable provinces.

“All of you return to your Yatols, and at once,” he bade them after hearing them out in full. “Bid your Yatols to travel with all speed to Jacintha, that I might tell them of my plans to be rid of the Dragon of To-gai. Assure them that I have heard their words and fears completely, and that when we turn the tide against the To-gai-ru—an imminent event, I assure you—they will get their revenge on all who wronged them. And you two,” he warned the emissaries of De Hamman and Peridan, “advise your masters that their words do not please me, and do not please Yatol. If we are to fight among ourselves, then the Dragon of To-gai becomes a greater foe by far!”

As all of the emissaries filed out, talking excitedly among themselves, it occurred to Yakim Douan that he had better come up with the promised plan to be rid of the Dragon of To-gai rather quickly.

With reverence and fear, trembling fingers and dry lips, Yakim Douan lifted the sacred chalice in the ceremonial room in Chom Deiru. He looked around many times, remembering the unfortunate discovery that had cost him his valuable servant and friend, Merwan Ma.

After the emissaries of the various Yatols had departed the city, Douan had spent many days sitting in the dark, meditating upon the great problem that was the Dragon of To-gai. He held little fear that she would overrun Behren, or even Jacintha. Yatol Bardoh’s reports put her army at around ten thousand, at the most; in a crisis, Jacintha alone could muster five times that number. But this rebel had indeed become a great concern to the Chezru Chieftain. Her antics were fraying the always fragile alliances between Douan’s Yatols, and in conquering three Behrenese cities, the woman had put tens of thousands of refugees on the road.

And she had cost him Merwan Ma, and Yatol Grysh, and the Kaliit of the Chezhou-Lei, and many of his warriors.

It was bad enough that Yakim Douan could not even begin to consider Transcendence any longer, but now he was beginning to see real reason to fear a general revolt among his own subjects!

He looked at the chalice as he considered that awful thought, for he knew that he was taking a great chance here. For months he had been using the hematite to help keep his aged body strong, and even those minor trances brought him fear of discovery. This scheme absolutely terrified him.

But Master Mackaront had arrived from Entel that day, and had confirmed what Yakim Douan had suspected: that Abellican monks had sometimes used hematite, the soul stone, to fly free of their bodies and traverse great distances with their disembodied spirits. Father Abbot Markwart had been especially deft at such tactics, Mackaront had said.

Of course Douan knew of spirit-walking. He had used it against his enemies within Jacintha and to spy upon visiting Yatols on occasion. He had used it to trick Yatol Thei’a’hu into betraying Yatol Bohl. But this was something beyond that.

That night, he intended to fly far, far from Jacintha, out into the open desert where he might locate the Dragon of To-gai and her elusive army. He had already ordered his newest attendant—he could never remember the man’s name!—to set up a line of signalers to Yatol Bardoh and Shauntil, explaining that he would seek divine guidance to help them with their quest.

Now all he had to do was find the Dragon of To-gai.

In his private room, the door securely bolted, Yakim Douan took his first tentative steps into the swirling depths of the hematite gemstone, using the magic within to separate his spirit from his body. His incorporeal spirit went out across the city easily, moving to the western gates.

And there he paused. Never before had he gone out from Jacintha in this form.

Before he could second-guess himself, the Chezru Chieftain sailed out across the open desert, his spirit flying free and fast. He sped to the west, past Dahdah Oasis, then turned south, for the latest reports from Yatol Bardoh had the Dragon of To-gai somewhere to the east of Pruda.

He could not believe the amount of ground he covered that night, running a line from Dallabad to Pruda, and then back to the northeast, back to Jacintha. But he saw no sign of the woman and her army. His relief was profound when he returned to his own body to discover that nothing was amiss, that none in Chom Deiru apparently had any idea that anything unsavory had occurred that night.

And so he went out again the next night, this time moving more to the south and less to the west.

He knew at first, distant sight, that the encampment he spotted was that of the To-gai-ru and not of Yatol Bardoh.

“Pruda has been garrisoned once more, and no doubt with many spear-throwing ballistae in case our dragon should make an appearance,” a scout reported to Brynn that same night.

The woman nodded, hardly surprised. The pursuing Behrenese were having little luck in catching her, but Yatol Bardoh was doing well to outfit every nearby city against possible attacks.

“No doubt they have been told of our typical tactics, as well,” Pagonel said to her when the scout left them alone. “What new tricks will we find to shape the upcoming battlefields to our liking?”

Brynn shrugged, having few answers. “Agradeleous grows impatient once again,” she noted, for she had been speaking with the dragon nearly every night. “How many weeks has it been since he has seen any large battles?”

“You give him free rein to destroy the caravans.”

“But that is hardly the adventure he so craves.”

Pagonel looked at her intently. “Hold the course,” he advised. “As miserable and hot as we are, our pursuers are even more so. Let us run Yatol Bardoh all across the hot sands of Behren, finding opportunity to sting where we may.”

It was true enough, Brynn realized. There was no way they could turn about and do battle with the pursuing Behrenese army, even with a dragon at their disposal. Agradeleous had been fairly injured at the escape from Bardoh, and to Brynn’s surprise, she had learned that dragon wounds were cumulative, that they really didn’t heal very quickly. As much as the dragon desired battle, Brynn knew that she had to take great care, using him only when he was most needed.

“Your guidance keeps me strong,” she said to Pagonel, stroking the side of his head and neck gently. “We will hold our course and run Yatol Bardoh into the hot sands. And when winter comes, we will return to the steppes, quietly, and next spring wage war against every outposter settlement.”

“And when the Behrenese army charges into To-gai to stop us?”

“We will turn again upon Behren,” said Brynn. “We will sting them over and over again—it is all we can do—and hope that the Chezru Chieftain will come to see his expansion onto the steppes as a fool’s—”

She stopped suddenly, her face locked in a strange and confused manner, and she blinked her eyes repeatedly.

“Brynn?” Pagonel asked, moving toward her.

She lashed out suddenly, her fist speeding for his chest, but the supremely trained Jhesta Tu snapped his hand up to deflect the blow gently.

She punched out again, and again, and then began to thrash about, and it became apparent to Pagonel that she wasn’t attacking him, but was struggling against some unseen enemy, some demon within herself!

“Brynn!” he cried repeatedly and he finally found an opening to grab the woman and bring her down to the ground. “Brynn! What is it? Tell me!”

Undecipherable, almost feral, sounds escaped the woman’s lips and she shuddered violently, nearly tossing the Jhesta Tu off her.

And then she lay very still, staring at Pagonel, her face a mask of confusion.

“What was it?” he asked, recognizing that the danger had passed.

Brynn shook her head. “It was … someone else …” She stammered and shook her head, unable to fathom what had just occurred. She finally started to better explain it when the pair heard a scream from the neighboring tent, where Pagonel had secured the captive Merwan Ma.

“Someone else?” Pagonel asked as he started to rise, pulling Brynn up beside him.

“Looking, into me … looking through my eyes!”

By the time the two got into Merwan Ma’s tent, the poor Shepherd was curled up in a corner, trembling with obvious terror, and whispering “God-Voice,” over and over again.

“God-Voice?” Brynn asked Pagonel.

“The Chezru Chieftain,” the mystic replied, and he turned to Merwan Ma. “You have seen him?”

The Shepherd just continued to tremble, and shook his head repeatedly.

Brynn and Pagonel looked to each other, then back to the man.

“He has seen him,” Brynn remarked. “The Chezru Chieftain was here—in spirit, at least.” She looked back to Pagonel. “But how is that possible?”

“With a gemstone,” the mystic replied. “A hematite.” He watched Merwan Ma as he spoke, and noted that the man’s eyes widened a bit more, a subtle but telling sign.

“What do you know?” the mystic asked the captive.

Merwan Ma looked away.

“The use of gemstone magic is strictly forbidden by the Chezru religion,” the mystic explained to Brynn, who was nodding, already well aware of that fact. “And yet, there is no other way that Chezru Chieftain Yakim Douan could have come to us. The Jhesta Tu know how to walk out of body, but that is a secret we guard carefully, and only our greatest mystics can achieve the state.

“But Yakim Douan did come out here, did he not, Merwan Ma?” Pagonel went on. “He came to Brynn and then to you, and you recognized him clearly.”

“You know nothing!” the Shepherd yelled, and he turned about, burying his face in the tent side. “Nothing!”

Brynn and Pagonel looked to each other.

“Leave us, I beg,” the mystic whispered. “I believe that this entire picture is beginning to focus. Our friend here knows something—that is why the Chezru Chieftain wanted him killed—and that something is perhaps linked to the surprise we have seen this night.”

“The Chezru Chieftain uses a gemstone?” Brynn whispered, but she was too excited to keep her voice low enough so that Merwan Ma could not hear, and he shifted and let out a small whimper.

Pagonel shook his head, then shrugged. “If he does, he would not want anyone to know.”

“Enough of a threat for him to order this man killed?”

“Perhaps,” the mystic reasoned.

Brynn left then, and Pagonel knelt beside Merwan Ma. He grabbed the man by the shoulder and began to turn him about, but Merwan Ma tugged free and turned back.

Pagonel took him more roughly by the shoulder and pulled him around. “I have been more patient with you than you deserve,” he said bluntly. “You—we—were visited this night by a spirit, and one that you recognized as your God-Voice.”

“No!”

“Yes! And now you will tell me the truth of why Chezru Yakim Douan wished you dead. Is it because you knew his secret? That he possessed a soul stone?”

The man blanched but did not answer, and Pagonel took that as an answer in itself, a clear indication that he had hit on something, something very important. Still, the depth of this escaped him. Yakim Douan had been in power for decades, without threat, for indeed, none of the Yatols would threaten him. The hierarchy of their religion left no room for any such dissension. Given that, why would Yakim Douan even need a soul stone? Or perhaps, in desperation, he had enlisted the Abellicans to help him in his search for the To-gai-ru army. That made some sense to Pagonel, but offered only a partial explanation. For if it was indeed the God-Voice who had come out to them in spirit, then the man’s flirtation with such a gemstone could not have been anything new to him. It took years of training, even with the aid of a hematite, to attempt even a small spirit-walk, let alone the near possession he had witnessed with Brynn. No, it made no sense.

“We will sit here all through the night, and tomorrow as well, if that is needed,” Pagonel said to Merwan Ma. “I will know the truth of it. And why you so protect this man who would see you dead, I do not understand.”

“It was the Chezhou-Lei, and not the God-Voice!” Merwan Ma screamed, but his voice lost all power and all conviction at the end of the declaration, and he melted into sobs.

Pagonel sat back and let him alone for a bit, trying again to sort through all of this startling news.

With mixed feelings did Yakim Douan re-enter his corporeal body back in Jacintha. He had found her! Had found this woman—Brynn, he had heard her called—and her band of marauding rebels! Now he could direct Yatol Bardoh and destroy the Dragon of To-gai once and for all.

But he had found Merwan Ma, as well, alive and sitting in a tent right beside the woman and her Jhesta Tu companion. Merwan Ma! Douan had thought him dead and gone, murdered, burned, and buried in Dharyan! What implications did this hold? What dangers might Merwan Ma bring to him personally, whatever the outcome of his hunt for the Dragon of To-gai?

Few or none, he decided. He would send word out among his troops that the man was a traitor and was guiding their enemies across the desert. He would offer a huge reward for Merwan Ma—no, not for Merwan Ma, but for Merwan Ma’s severed head!

Yes, that was it.

Douan hustled through Chom Deiru, back to the circular room, where he replaced the chalice. Then he ran to find his attendant—how he wished he could remember the young dolt’s name!—to proclaim that he had heard the word of Yatol, and that Yatol would deliver their enemies unto them.

“Your God-Voice has enlisted the aid of the Abellicans in finding us,” Pagonel reasoned to Merwan Ma the next day, after spending more than half the night grilling the man.

The Shepherd shook his head.

“It is no secret that he is friends with the abbot from Entel, Abbot …”

“Abbot Olin,” Merwan Ma said, the first words he had spoken in hours. “Yes, Jhesta Tu, the God-Voice knows Abbot Olin of Entel well, but never has he shown any interest in procuring gemstones from the Abellicans. The gemstones are what separate us—”

“But he has a stone in his possession, a powerful one, if he can use it to spirit-walk this far from his city.”

“You believe that you know so much.”

“Knowledge is the way of Jhesta Tu, Merwan Ma,” said Pagonel. “We know of the To-gai-ru and the Behrenese. We understand the word of Yatol and of St. Abelle. We know of the gemstones, including their properties. I, myself, have used a hematite to walk out of body.”

“They are sacrilege,” the Shepherd grumbled.

Pagonel laughed at him. “To the Jhesta Tu, they are tools, my young friend. As fire is a tool. Some consider them the gift of God, others use them as proof that their religion is better since they forsake them.”

Merwan Ma looked away.

“And yet, your God-Voice has one, does he not?” Pagonel pressed, and he moved around, putting his face very near the shaken young man. “Admit it. That is why he wanted to kill you—and it was Yakim Douan who ordered you dead, not some rogue Chezhou-Lei trying to grab for power in Dharyan. Why would a Chezhou-Lei warrior even wish for some power? They are warriors, not governors! They are—”

“He has a stone!” Merwan Ma shouted back, and fell back in horror at his own words and sat there, gasping.

“A hematite?”

The Shepherd nodded.

“You have seen it, and Yakim Douan knows that you know of it?”

Another nod.

“And that is why he wanted you dead,” the mystic reasoned. “Your knowledge of his … indiscretion, frightened him. Profoundly so, it would seem.”

“It is in the chalice,” Merwan Ma admitted somberly. “A sacrilegious Abellican soul stone embedded in the Chezru Goblet, in the Room of Forever.”

“The chalice filled with the blood of those chosen for sacrifice?” Pagonel asked.

“It is among the most important relics in Chom Deiru,” Merwan Ma replied, and he held up his hands and pulled up his sleeves, showing the mystic the line of scars along his wrist.

“And you found the hematite within that chalice?”

The Shepherd nodded. “And then I saw the God-Voice with the chalice,” he admitted, shaking his head, his expression full of horror as he remembered that awful moment.

“And he knew that you saw him?”

“Yes.”

“And soon after, you were sent to Dharyan to serve as governor,” said the mystic, and it was all beginning to come together then, even a definite feeling within Pagonel that this was something deeper than just the God-Voice using a soul stone.


Chapter 35
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Head-On

WORD LEFT JACINTHA IN THE FORM OF A SERIES OF FLASHES ON A SHINY METAL plate. And so it went, down a long, long line, from signaler to signaler. By afternoon that day, the signal had crossed through Dahdah Oasis, and continued on, to the south now more than to the west.

Two days later, the words of Chezru Chieftain Douan reached Yatol Bardoh and Shauntil. They stood over a large map of the region and used Douan’s instructions to pinpoint the location of the Dragon of To-gai and her forces—or at least, the position of that encampment two nights previous.

“We will receive word every second or third day,” Shauntil explained to his leader. “Soon we will have the woman’s pattern, and can anticipate her movement. Already, if we begin to move our forces here and here”—he pointed to locations on the map, moving his finger to show a swing farther to the south and then east around the point indicated by the message—“we will begin to limit her options.”

“Forcing her north or back to the west,” the Yatol observed.

“North to the road where more Jacintha soldiers might join us in encircling the To-gai-ru,” the Chezhou-Lei explained. “And west back to the steppes. It would be better if we pushed her out of Behren altogether, I believe.”

“She will be harder to find and destroy in the steppes.”

“But Behren will be secure, and the people will be calmed, and that, I believe is a primary goal of Chezru Chieftain Douan.”

“Do not presume to know the will of the God-Voice!” Yatol Bardoh snapped back, and then he recoiled, fearing that his suddenly excited tone would reveal much of his thinking. For Yatol Bardoh did not wish any help from Jacintha in ridding Behren of this To-gai-ru witch, nor was he concerned about calming the populace. Bardoh understood well that turmoil was his opportunity to strengthen his own position, and that the more credit he could take for killing the Dragon of To-gai, the more power and influence he would attain throughout the kingdom. He especially needed that great victory now, given his disgrace in losing Avrou Eesa to the woman. Even though the city was firmly back in Behrenese hands, the scars of the Dragon of To-gai’s attack would be enduring indeed.

And so the man was somewhat ambivalent about this new assistance, where his master, the Chezru Chieftain, claimed to be communicating directly to Yatol. Yes, Bardoh was thrilled to have the intelligence he needed to finally catch up with his adversary. But on the other hand, it galled him that the assistance was coming from Jacintha, and thus stealing his glory.

“If we do not catch this Dragon of To-gai, and soon, then the people may come to look upon us as failures, Yatol Bardoh,” Chezhou-Lei Shauntil dared to remark, quietly, so that only the Yatol and not the other commanders in the map room could hear.

Bardoh straightened and stared hard at the perceptive warrior, but he calmed quickly and even nodded his appreciation. It was an important reminder.

“Let us begin to herd the witch,” he said.

“They knew that we were moving south,” Brynn said to Pagonel. From a high dune, the pair could see the distant lights of a long Behrenese encampment, stretched out across the desert.

“Their line is thin,” the woman went on. “We could break through it.”

“And lose more warriors in the fight.”

“We would kill many more than we would lose.”

“And they can afford to lose many, many more,” the mystic reminded. “Our pursuers try to force fights, even skirmishes. They dog us and look to attrition to thin our ranks. We are not on the steppes, and while you know that we are fighting for your homeland, our mere presence here forces the whole of the Behrenese population to feel the same way. If we break through and kill a thousand, and lose only a hundred in the process, then the day will still belong to Yatol Bardoh and not to Brynn.”

“We must continue to ride hard, then,” said a determined Brynn. “Our opportunities may prove fewer in number, and so we must be vigilant to find and exploit each and every one.”

Pagonel nodded, but he could not wipe the grim expression from his face. He understood what was going on, and with the Chezru Chieftain using a soul stone to locate the To-gai-ru and relay their position to the pursuing army, Brynn’s greatest advantage, unpredictability, was no more.

He and Brynn had even discussed the possibility of breaking up the single army into many swifter independent forces. It had been a fleeting thought, though, for how would they supply so many divisions? No small force would be able to take on a city, and Behren was a kingdom of great cities, not small enclaves.

Pagonel didn’t voice his fear then, but he knew that Brynn already understood that she and her forces might soon be running across the To-gai steppes once more.

Even there, they would be effectively hunted.

Agradeleous’ expression told Brynn that he hardly wanted to hear her words of encouragement. She had come to him to explain the need for their continuing run, to beg him to fly off more often and gather the supplies to keep the riders and their mounts fresh and ready to flee.

“Attack them!” the dragon demanded. “Let us vanquish our enemies here and now and be done with this folly!”

“You stand straight no longer,” Brynn observed, and the dragon, whose wounds from the breakout at Avrou Eesa had indeed bent him a bit to the side, growled.

“It is not time,” Brynn said.

“The opportunity will get no better,” Agradeleous countered. “They follow us as if you yourself are directing their movements!”

Brynn couldn’t deny the truth of the observation, so she didn’t try. She wasn’t about to tell the dragon about the spirit of Yakim Douan. Pagonel had assured her that there was no way the Chezru Chieftain could use the stone in any detrimental way against a beast as great as Agradeleous. Even attempting to possess a mighty dragon would likely destroy the man. But Pagonel and Brynn had agreed that they would have to watch Agradeleous carefully, now that the tide was turning against them, and now that they needed the dragon to increase his more mundane duties.

“Our enemies will continue to err, and we will continue to exploit those mistakes,” Brynn said, rather unconvincingly.

Another low growl escaped Agradeleous.

“I need you. To-gai needs you, now more than ever,” Brynn said. “On every night that you fly out for supplies, pause and gather a great stone or two and drop them upon our enemies from on high, above the reach of their great spearthrowers.”

She had to give him that bit of fun, at least, she knew, though she understood that they would likely gain little from such excursions. Dropping a rock upon a burning city was one thing, but hitting a target the size of a stretched encampment to any effect was more a matter of luck than skill. And if the dragon, in its bombing, got excited and tried to attack, then the Behrenese would fight against it viciously.

Brynn understood all too well that if she lost Agradeleous, her only reliable source of supplying her army, she would have but two choices: initiate the great battle against the overwhelming odds, or flee back to the To-gai steppes and disband into small marauding bands, many of which, she knew, would soon give up the fight altogether.

Brynn retired late that night full of trepidation and exhausted, so exhausted that she did manage to find some sleep, though it was a light and restless one.

That would prove fortunate.

This was nothing that Pagonel often attempted, for it was trying and disturbing, and left him quite vulnerable. Still, the mystic thought it important to try to gain even footing with their adversaries, to spy on the movements of the Behrenese as the Chezru Chieftain was now spying on the movements of the To-gai-ru.

The mystic fell into himself, sending his consciousness to his line of Chi, his energy of life. And then he filtered that energy out beyond his physical body, out into the open air. He glanced back at himself, sitting alone in his small tent, legs crossed tightly before him, hands on his knees, palms upward, a look of complete serenity on his face.

Pagonel moved out slowly from his relaxed form, to the edges of his tent, and then he floated up through the tent, slowly rising, looking back, then looking all about at the quiet encampment.

He noted one form, moving out of a tent to the side of his own, and thought nothing of it for a moment, until he realized that it was moving with purpose, and not toward Pagonel’s tent as the mystic had anticipated, but toward the tent of Brynn Dharielle.

That too would prove fortunate.

The shadowy form slipped silently through the tent flap, leaving it open just a bit so that he could navigate the darkness within.

There lay Brynn, curled under a blanket against the cold desert night air, and there to the side lay her fabulous sword, Flamedancer.

The form moved in closer, his hand reaching for the weapon.

Caught in fitful dreams, Brynn didn’t hear any of it. But then, through her dreams, came a face she knew and trusted, the image of Pagonel, speaking to her directly.

Get up! the ghost implored her, and his tone was one of dire warning, a silent but insistent cry that warned her of imminent danger.

The woman was moving before her eyes even popped open, rolling to her belly and flipping a forward somersault, rolling to her feet.

She saw the glint of metal, flashing off the low firelight outside, and moved instinctively, snapping her arm down and across while turning her hips out of harm’s way.

She did get nicked on the forearm, but it was no serious wound, and nothing that slowed her as she worked out from the side of the small tent, trying to find some maneuverability even as the attacker retracted and realigned the blade.

The sword thrust came in fast and low, but awkwardly, the man’s retraction before the strike giving the skilled Brynn more than enough time to compensate and set not only her defense, but her return attack. She leaped forward, turning over above the blade in a tight somersault, bringing her legs around to slam down atop the man’s shoulders. He brought the sword up in response, but there was no strength behind the movement.

Brynn was quite glad that this one didn’t understand how to ignite Flamedancer at that moment!

Her legs clamped about the man’s neck as she came over and down, and a quick twist sent the man spiraling off to the side, tumbling headlong against the tent as Brynn let him loose.

She was up before him, and as he tried to turn about and bring his sword to bear, the ranger bore in, too close to be warded by the blade. She shouldered the man back against the tent flap, knocking him completely off-balance. Then she went for the sword arm, driving stiffened fingers into his forearm muscle, stealing his strength, while grabbing at the sword hilt with her other hand.

Falling and stung, he couldn’t hold the sword away from the strong woman. She pulled it free and stepped up against him, moving just off to the side as she reversed her grip, turning the sword point down and behind her.

Even as she began the killing strike, her tent flap was flung wide and Pagonel cried out to her, “Do not kill him!”

Brynn held the blow, and as the man sorted himself behind her, she launched an elbow into his face, laying him low. Then she came out and swung about, reorienting the sword so that its deadly tip turned in toward the helpless man.

Pagonel came in, bearing a torch, and the woman recognized her attacker as Merwan Ma.

She looked to Pagonel, confused, for he and the man had seemed to come to an understanding—so much so that Brynn had relaxed all guard over their captive.

“It was not Merwan Ma!” Pagonel said against her doubting and angry look.

The mystic rushed to kneel before the sobbing man. “It was not you, was it?” he asked.

Merwan Ma waved him away.

“Tell me!” the mystic insisted, grabbing him by the shoulders and squaring him up. “It was the Chezru Chieftain, was it not? Come out with his soul stone to possess your body? Tell me! Your God-Voice possessed your body. He threw out your free will and substituted his own.”

The Shepherd broke down completely then, falling to the floor and covering his head with his hands.

“What does it mean?” Brynn asked.

“It means that Merwan Ma has seen the lie that is his life,” Pagonel answered. “The Chezru religion cannot tolerate such a thing as has happened this night, and yet, it was the Chezru Chieftain himself who perpetrated this horror upon Merwan Ma.” He looked down to the sobbing man. “And he knows it.”

“Shackle him and put him under guard,” Brynn demanded.

The mystic nodded. “The danger is mostly past now.”

“But tomorrow?”

Pagonel was shaking his head before she ever asked, obviously anticipating the question. “The theft of a body is no easy task, even for those Abellicans most skilled with the soul stone. Merwan Ma left an opening for his God-Voice, one wrought of confusion. But now he knows the truth and will be more vigilant, and I will teach him to resist such intrusions.”

With Brynn’s accepting nod, the mystic helped Merwan Ma to his feet and ushered the man out of the tent and back to his own. He offered a few instructions, a few mental games the man might use to help him battle the attacking spirit, should it return, and then he set a pair of guards outside the Shepherd’s tent and returned to his own to contemplate these newest, troubling developments.

There in the dark, in his meditation, Pagonel considered the startling events and the good fortune alone that had allowed disaster to be averted. He thought of his own reasoning as to why Merwan Ma had been possessed, of why the man had not been up to the task of ejecting the attacking spirit. For surely Pagonel would have had no trouble at all in repelling Yakim Douan, and Brynn had done so in mere seconds.

All it took was a little mental discipline, a bit of understanding that such an act was wrong in the extreme.

Pagonel popped open his eyes, staring straight ahead, seeing something then so simple and basic that the biggest surprise of the revelation was that he had not recognized it before, and that Merwan Ma apparently had not. He unfolded himself and rushed from his tent, past the guards, and into the tent of Merwan Ma, where he found the man sitting and staring blankly, hopelessly.

“Tell me of Transcendence,” the mystic implored him.

Brynn used every trick that she or her leaders could think of. They intercepted flashing signals and sent some of their own along the line, and managed to turn the dogged pursuit off course several times.

On one such occasion, apparently running free up along the north road that connected Dharyan with Dahdah Oasis, the ranger made the decision to continue north, into the foothills of the Belt-and-Buckle, reasoning that her warriors would find more rest there, more supplies for them and their horses. Also, the thinking went, if the Chezru Chieftain came out to find them, he’d have a harder time spotting their encampment along the craggy rocks and canyons of the steep foothills.

And so they shook off the pursuit of Shauntil and Yatol Bardoh for several weeks, as the summer of God’s Year 844, Abellican Reckoning, turned to autumn, marking the second anniversary of Brynn’s rise as the leader of the To-gai-ru rebels.

“It has been a good two years,” Brynn said to Pagonel and some others one night about the campfire. “We have struck hard into Behren, harder than any of us might have hoped.”

“It was a good first year and a half,” one of the leaders, the ever-grumbling Tanalk Grenk, replied. “Now we hide, while the Wraps tighten the noose about our necks.”

There was little Brynn could say in the way of argument. They had won a couple of minor skirmishes that summer, mostly over supply caravans, but the victories had been few and far between, and always with the knowledge that Yatol Bardoh and Shauntil and their legions were not far behind.

“We must strike again, and hard!” the man went on, rising and brushing off his worn breeches. He paced about the fire, staring into the hard eyes of his seasoned warrior companions. “Let us find again the glory of battle! Let Behren tremble beneath the thunder of our charge!”

“Where?” Brynn asked, stealing a bit of his bluster, and quieting the murmurs of excited agreement that had begun. She too rose and paced about. “To take a city would delay us longer than our pursuers allow. And to turn and fight the pursuing force would be folly.”

“Then let us turn for To-gai,” another man offered. “Let the Behrenese chase us about the land we know, and that they do not!”

The murmurs began anew, and Brynn closed her eyes, for this was exactly what she had been fearing as the war had ground to a halt. She and Pagonel had been over this time and time again, and in considering the return to Behren, they had always come to the same grim conclusion: that such a turn would mark the end of the campaign. For in To-gai, their warriors would find other pressing duties, and with the pressure off the Chezru Chieftain to come to resolution, attrition would weigh against them, and not for them. With the army running about To-gai and not Behren, the Behrenese would have no reason to seek peace.

Little was settled that night at the campfire, and a frustrated and troubled Brynn went back to her tent. She had only begun her typically fitful sleep when a call awakened her. She rushed out to join several others, Pagonel among them, as they stood on a nearby ridge, staring to the south, where the fires of a huge encampment could be seen.

“And so the chase begins anew,” one man muttered, and walked away.

“Douan has found us,” Pagonel remarked.

“Is there any way to hide from his spirit eyes?” Brynn asked.

The mystic turned to her and shook his head. “We can prevent possession, likely, but out of body, he is swift, and he can fly high to gain proper vantage points. Even if we lit no fires at all, not even those concealed in deep fire pits or in the shadows of overhangs and caves, he would find us.”

“Send the scouts out far and wide,” Brynn instructed. “Let us turn now to the west, and use our speed to outdistance our pursuit.”

“Back to To-gai?”

“So it would seem.”

“And you believe that her efforts will falter once back in her homeland?” Merwan Ma asked Pagonel soon after, the two sitting alone near one low-burning fire, for the winter chill was blowing up there already.

“The odds were never in her favor,” the mystic replied. “In truth, I never believed that she had any chance at all of breaking free of Behren’s immoral stranglehold, unless the Chezru Chieftain and his Yatols came to understand that To-gai was worth less than the effort required to hold it.”

“And she must have known as much, as well,” said the Shepherd, and the mystic nodded.

“She, we, all expected to die. And so we likely will.”

“Then why did you try?”

Pagonel looked at him as if the question itself was preposterous, and that expression conveyed all the reasons Merwan Ma needed to know.

“Brynn’s world has crumbled,” said Pagonel, and he paused and looked at Merwan Ma, waiting for the man to return his stare. “And so has your own.”

Merwan Ma sat back and folded his arms over his thin chest, letting that realization sink in deeply. He knew that Pagonel spoke the truth, knew that his entire life had been tossed aside, simply because he had seen the Chezru Chieftain in the illicit, even sacrilegious, act of using the hematite gemstone. And Merwan Ma, the keeper of that sacred chalice, the appointed attendant to the God-Voice and mentor to the new God-Voice, once one was found, had come to recognize, as had the mystic, the deeper implications to all of this. Merwan Ma had felt the intrusion of Yakim Douan keenly, and understood that the God-Voice had almost forced his spirit from his body entirely, taking the corporeal form as his own. If he could do that to a grown and intelligent man, what might he do to an unsuspecting infant in the womb?

“I am not going west with Brynn,” Pagonel said to him, drawing him from his contemplations.

“South to the Mountains of Fire?”

“East to Jacintha.”

Merwan Ma’s eyes opened wide. “They will kill you. They will not hear you!”

“This is a bigger issue than my life.”

“You say it as simply as that?”

“I do.”

Again, Merwan Ma sat back, staring hard at this unusual man. “And what of me?”

“I will ask of Brynn that you be set free,” Pagonel replied. “And she will not argue the course. If you choose to go south, to the Mountains of Fire, I will tell you proper phrases, passwords, that will ensure your acceptance in the Walk of Clouds. Your road will be your own to determine.”

Merwan Ma continued to stare at him, trying to read the thoughts behind the words. “My road will be mine to choose, but you are hoping that I will choose to go with you, to Jacintha.”

Pagonel smiled.

“They will kill me, too,” Merwan Ma said, and the mystic did not disagree.

Merwan Ma shrugged, and gave what might have been his first honest smile since entering the city of Dharyan so long ago.

The next day, the pair stood before Brynn, their gear heavy on their backs.

“You have my love and my respect,” Pagonel said to her. “I know that you will choose correctly in every course you take.” He gave her a hug and kissed her on the cheek. “May good fortune keep you alive, Brynn Dharielle. Your home is the Walk of Clouds if you cannot find it again in To-gai.”

“I only hope that I will be buried in the soil of To-gai,” the woman said grimly, her tone telling the mystic that she understood well that her war was fast ending. If her force could not outguess the Behrenese, they had no chance of victory.

“There will be others who come behind you,” Pagonel replied. “Who use the name of Brynn Dharielle, the Dragon of To-gai, to inspire those who would follow them. The quest to see To-gai free does not end with you, even should you fail.”

“And you will plant the seeds of dissent among the Chezru, that Yakim Douan will find his power wavering,” Brynn replied.

“And perhaps, in the time of Transcendence, which is not so far away, another will take up the cause of Brynn Dharielle, and use the tactics of Brynn Dharielle, and how will Behren fight back then?” said Merwan Ma, and the other two looked at him with perfectly stunned expressions, then broke out in laughter.

“Jhesta Tu mind tricks, to bend him to my will,” Pagonel quipped, and Merwan Ma, after a quick, panicked look to make sure that the mystic was joking, joined in the laughter.

And so they parted ways, with Brynn leading her riders out to the west, and Pagonel and Merwan Ma beginning their long walk down the eastern road, some two weeks from Jacintha.


Chapter 36
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Defensive Position

“SHE HAS TURNED WEST,” SHAUNTIL INFORMED YATOL BARDOH WHEN THE NEWS arrived from Jacintha in the morning.

“The mountains were her last refuge,” the Yatol reasoned. “Now that we have found her once more, she is out of room. She runs for home.”

The Yatol turned to face the warrior and chuckled wickedly. “Swing the line to block all passes into To-gai.”

The Chezhou-Lei warrior put on a confused expression. “We cannot hope to pace the To-gai-ru, with their fine steeds.”

“We will trail,” the Yatol explained. “Send those we already have in the west to block the passes. Have them set their great ballistae in defensible positions in case the dragon makes an appearance.”

Shauntil’s expression did not change. “The only forces we have close enough to the plateau divide are those you sent north to Dharyan, Yatol.”

The man nodded.

“If they swing east, it will leave the city undefended.”

“And so the Dragon of To-gai may get her last victory,” Yatol Bardoh said. “And then we will have her, and all of her forces, bottled up and waiting to be destroyed. Do not consider me in such a manner!” he scolded when Shauntil’s expression grew even more doubting. “We must look upon that which will achieve the greater good. If Dharyan is sacked once more, it will be rebuilt, but once we destroy the Dragon of To-gai, there will be no one to replace her.”

The Chezhou-Lei warrior snapped to attention. “Yes, Yatol,” he said, and he found that he was beginning to see the wisdom of Bardoh’s thinking. Indeed, if they could finally be rid of the Dragon of To-gai, then the price of Dharyan would not seem so great a thing.

“If they catch me with a Ru servant, they will tear the flesh from my body,” Merwan Ma said excitedly, addressing a group of soldiers at Dahdah Oasis. The place was crawling with the Jacintha garrison, another several thousand marching down the western road to link up with Yatol Bardoh and Shauntil for the final defeat of the Dragon of To-gai.

Behind the Shepherd, Pagonel kept his head bowed and his hands, bound much more loosely than they appeared, in close to his torso.

“You should give your servant over to us, here and now,” one of the guards remarked, and he turned to his friends, laughing, then continued, “that we might launch him by catapult into the midst of our enemies!”

They all broke out in laughter then, including Merwan Ma, though the Shepherd certainly wasn’t pleased at the grim reminder of that horrible sight.

A couple of the soldiers moved toward Pagonel.

“No!” Merwan Ma shouted at them, and they did stop, and turned to stare at him hard.

“He is needed for the service of the Chezru Chieftain,” the soldier standing before the Shepherd declared angrily. “You would deny us?”

“I am a Chezru Shepherd!” Merwan Ma replied. “Once attendant to Chezru Yakim Douan.”

“So you say!”

“Would you dare to guess that I am wrong?” Merwan Ma shot back, not backing down a bit. “I can name for you every member of Chezru within Chom Deiru! I am only now returned from the retaking of Dharyan, with word from Governor Carwan Pestle, my peer and my friend. So would you challenge my word, soldier? Would you risk the wrath of Chezru Douan and his Chezhou-Lei?”

The man blanched and fell back a step, and Merwan Ma, scowling with every stride, led Pagonel by the group and across the oasis, heading out again down the eastern road toward Jacintha.

All that day, they passed columns of soldiers, marching to partake of the end of the Dragon of To-gai.

“You took a great chance for me this day,” Pagonel remarked to Merwan Ma when they were alone that night.

“I took no chance for you,” the Shepherd declared.

“You could have turned me in to them and been done with me then and there,” the mystic reasoned. “And you might even have redeemed yourself in the eyes of the Chezru Chieftain if you had.”

“Redeemed myself?” the man echoed with a snort. “I am not even sure where such redemption should come from anymore. We decided upon the plan to walk through Dahdah, and I gave to you my word.”

“To many men, their salvation is worth the price of that word, particularly to an enemy who holds them captive.”

“Is that what you are?”

The mystic shrugged.

“If I chose to walk away from you now, would you stop me?” Merwan Ma asked.

“No.”

Point made, the Shepherd rested back.

“But you will not walk away, Merwan Ma,” Pagonel went on. “You have come to see the truth of this, and this journey to Jacintha is as much your quest as it is mine.”

“More,” the Shepherd said, his voice as grim and determined as Pagonel had ever heard, indeed, as grim and determined as it had ever been. “You speak of salvation, and that was the promise of Yatol. But what is that promise if all else is a lie?”

“You do not know that all else is a lie.”

“I know that Transcendence is the miracle that binds the Chezru religion,” the Shepherd explained. “Those who witness the miracle of the fully conscious and knowing child are forever affected. They go to their graves happy, because they know that Yatol is all-powerful and looking over them.”

Pagonel noted a bit of a tremor growing in the man’s voice as he continued.

“But if the Chezru Chieftain himself, the God-Voice of Yatol, cannot trust in that, then how can we? And without that miracle, then where is the binding force of Yatol?”

Pagonel had no answers, no words at all to comfort the man. For if their guess was correct, if the Chezru Chieftain now was merely the same spirit, taking the corporeal forms of unborn children down through the centuries, then what argument was to be made?

“When we are done with this, come to the Walk of Clouds, my friend,” he did offer. “There you will learn the truth of who you are. There you will come to understand the fleeting nature of the body and the eternal energy of the soul.”

Merwan Ma did smile, but he snorted again, as well. “We will not be done with this, my friend,” he said, and it was the first time he had addressed Pagonel in that manner. “We will walk into the fortress that is Chom Deiru. We will not walk back out.”

Again, the mystic found that he could offer little argument against that logical statement.

“Then we will break through their pitiful lines!” declared Tanalk Grenk with his typically imposing tones.

“To be slowed, stung, and pursued,” another remarked, and so it went, all about the campfire where Brynn and her commanders had gathered. The reports from the scouts had come in for the last three days, making it apparent that the Behrenese knew exactly where Brynn’s force was, and where they were heading. Now the Behrenese seemed to be forcing a fight, breaking their great army into three groups, the smallest to the east—though reports told of another great force marching down the road from Jacintha—the largest to the south and moving swiftly, trying to keep pace with Brynn, and one to the west, setting defensive positions along the base of the plateau divide and blocking all known passes.

“We can run straight west and use the dragon to get onto the steppes,” one of the woman leaders remarked.

“But many would be caught before the dragon could lift them,” argued Grenk, who was obviously itching for a major fight. “The enemy is too close and too determined.”

“Most would get away,” the woman commander countered. “The others, myself among them, would turn and fight the Behrenese to the last!”

Many nods accompanied those strong and determined words, but Brynn’s was not among them. She had spent another night arguing with Agradeleous, with the wurm growing more agitated by the day, as eager as was Tanalk Grenk to do battle, but for very different reasons, obviously. Agradeleous had long ago grown tired of this retreating action, and Brynn doubted that he would cooperate in a maneuver designed solely to run away. More likely, they would run to the base of the plateau divide and Agradeleous would force them to turn and fight the pursuing Behrenese, then and there, whatever the outcome.

“To the steppes, and then where?” the ranger asked them all. “Even if we dodge them this time, to what gain?”

“Then fight them!” Tanalk Grenk growled. “Here and now!”

“Or from a defensible position, where we at least will have a chance to inflict tremendous damage upon them,” Brynn reasoned.

“I will send scouts at once to find such an area!” the excited man replied.

“I already know of one,” said the ranger, and all eyes turned her way and all held quiet, waiting for her to explain.

She looked to the southwest, her expression grim. “We could fight them from behind the wall of Dharielle.”

“You mean Dharyan.”

“No,” said Brynn, her gaze locked, her face tight, her voice perfectly even and steady. “I mean Dharielle.”

The very next day, the city was in sight and the To-gai-ru formed their ranks on the high ground just to the east and north of the place.

“The Dragon has returned,” said Pauche, the new garrison commander of Dharyan, as he and Governor Carwan Pestle stood on the wall, looking up to the northeast, where the line of enemy soldiers could be seen.

“Where is Yatol Bardoh?” Pestle replied. “Where is Chezhou-Lei Shauntil?”

“Several days away,” Pauche answered. “We will hold until they arrive!”

“We will be overrun in a single day,” Carwan Pestle remarked with all certainty. “The Dragon of To-gai will visit us this very night, do not doubt, raining fire and death, and in the morning, we will have little resistance against the charge of the horde.” Carwan Pestle closed his eyes and recalled the first defeat of Dharyan, remembering how easily the Dragon of To-gai had overrun the place once the Jacintha twenty squares had been lured out to their deaths. With soldiers pulled to block the western passes into To-gai, Pestle’s garrison now was not even as strong as it had been then! And all reports indicated that the Dragon of To-gai’s army was twice the size of the one that had overrun Dharyan.

“Prepare a horse for me,” Pestle ordered.

Pauche did not move, just stood staring curiously at the man.

“Now,” Pestle prompted. “A swift horse and a flag of truce.”

“You will go and bargain with her?”

“I will go and try to save us all.”

Still the man did not move, and his stare shifted from curiosity to a simmering anger.

“Now!” Pestle ordered. “I am the governor of Dharyan. The decision of how to conduct this is mine alone. Now, fetch me a horse and a flag of truce, or I will have you relieved!”

“Governor Shepherd Pestle,” Pauche said, dipping a tight bow. “We can fight them. We can hold the walls until Yatol Bardoh arrives with his legions.”

“You do not understand the power of the Dragon. The beast will set Dharyan ablaze in a single night, and destroy our defenses. And then we will die. All of us.” As he finished, he couldn’t help but remember the image of Yatol Grysh, hanging below the eastern gate, and he imagined himself in the man’s place, as surely he would be.

He rode through that gate soon after, galloping his horse hard to the distant line of enemies.

“I would speak with the Dragon of To-gai,” Carwan Pestle addressed them with as much courage and strength as he could muster.

A small woman stepped her muscled brown-and-white pinto pony out from the line, walking it to stand before Pestle’s taller horse. “We meet again,” said Brynn. “You were the attendant of Yatol Grysh, were you not?”

Carwan Pestle sucked in his breath. “I am Shepherd Carwan Pestle, now governor of Dharyan.”

“Dharielle,” Brynn corrected. “And I have appointed no governor.”

Pestle felt the sweat beading on his forehead. He knew he was trembling, and knew that it would show in his voice. He took a deep breath and tried to hold his response as steady as possible. “Chezru Chieftain Douan has reclaimed the city. It was he who appointed me as governor.”

“After the unfortunate death of Merwan Ma, no doubt,” said the woman, and Pestle’s eyes widened.

How could she have known that?

“So, you claim the city for your Chezru Chieftain,” Brynn went on a moment later. “And will you deny me entrance in his name?”

“I have come to negotiate a compromise.”

“A surrender, you mean?”

Carwan Pestle shifted uncomfortably on his horse. “I request some conditions.”

“Concerning your neck?”

Pestle paused and took another deep and steadying breath, and then another. “I—we—do not wish to battle you again,” he said.

“Then surrender,” came Brynn’s uncompromising response.

“I will have guarantees for the safety of my people,” said Carwan Pestle, and he felt stronger suddenly, recognizing that he really had nothing to lose there, that he had, in effect, lost everything already.

Behind Brynn, the To-gai-ru warriors began many conversations, with many voices raised in anger. The woman held up her hand and soon enough all chatter stopped.

“And if I allow you and your warriors to walk free, then you will no doubt turn around and wage battle back against me, once your friends have arrived,” Brynn reasoned. “Is that not so?”

“We will not.”

That proclamation brought a renewal of the doubting and cynical discussions, but Brynn cut them short once again, lifting her hand.

“I cannot trust in that,” she said. “All of your old and young may leave, and if we are allowed to occupy Dharielle unopposed, then you and your warriors will be considered as prisoners, and treated humanely. My city has a jail, does it not?”

“A large one,” said Pestle. “Enough to hold the two hundred garrison of the city.”

“Then ride back and throw wide your gates,” said Brynn. “And be warned, Pestle, if this is a trick, I will slaughter every man, woman, and child in Dharielle, and will let your body dangle as did the body of Yatol Grysh!”

The man bowed his head, then turned his mount and rode back to the city. Soon after, a line of refugees began to wind their way out of the city.

Brynn led her force into the place, declaring it as Dharielle once more. The eight thousand warriors she brought in went to work immediately, separating potential combatants from obvious civilians among the remaining captives, imprisoning the former and escorting the latter through the eastern gate. Then they began defensive preparations: repairing catapults and ballistae; bringing oil to the wall, to be heated and dropped on attackers; and setting up caches of many, many arrows.

Brynn and Agradeleous watched it all with grim determination.

“Fight as long as you desire, then fly to your mountain home,” the woman told the dragon.

“You promised me bards with many tales, and a line of treasure,” the dragon reminded.

“And I shall fulfill that promise, if I am able.”

Agradeleous snorted, little puffs of flame escaping his nostrils.

“You can leave now, if you prefer,” said Brynn.

“I could have left whenever I chose. But I chose to stay, and so I choose to stay now. This promises to be the grandest fight of all, the one of which the bards will long sing. Better that I am a part of it, to make the songs more enjoyable to those who will hear them centuries hence!”

The dragon’s sudden enthusiasm brought a smile to Brynn’s face. “I will not command you in the battle,” she said. “I trust that you will find the best spots in the enemy line to attack.”

Agradeleous growled and grinned, seeming quite pleased.

Four days later, all the horizon about Dharielle darkened with the march of the legions of Yatol Bardoh and Shauntil.

“They outnumber us nearly four to one,” one commander observed, as the To-gai-ru leaders assembled at the main gate tower to survey the oncoming storm.

Brynn’s answer was direct and to the point. “Then kill five.”

The bombardment of Dharielle began that very night, with lines of catapults launching balls of burning pitch through the night sky, to splatter within the city, lighting ablaze everything nearby. The To-gai-ru responded with their own shots, but the steppe nomads were not trained with such weapons and their target was much less substantial, and so they did little damage in return.

Agradeleous did fly out and attack, but then he returned, stuck with a thousand arrows, it seemed.

Brynn watched it all with deep trepidation. The Behrenese were ready for her this time. She could not shape the battlefield.

Her dream would end there, and it would take To-gai many years to recover from the loss of so many.

But so be it, she decided, remembering the words of Pagonel. The legend of this fight would live on, to feed the seeds of resistance sometime in the future. For now, Brynn meant to make this battle a costly one for the Behrenese.

She worked right alongside her warriors, battling the fires and trying to keep them all prepared for the charge that would likely come soon after the next dawn.


Chapter 37
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To the Bitter End

THE WESTERN SIDE OF DHARYAN WAS STILL IN PREDAWN DARKNESS WHEN THE charge began, the great ring of Behrenese closing as one on the city. The To-gai-ru responded with typical ferocity and bravery, manning the walls, great bows in hand, showering their attackers with a killing rain. But the Behrenese came on, too many to be denied, rank upon rank throwing themselves wildly against the deadly volleys in the name of Yatol and their beloved Chezru Chieftain.

Rushing through the courtyard to bolster the southern wall, Brynn found Agradeleous, standing in his lizardman form, growling angrily as he looked all about. “Is this the end?” the dragon asked.

“I know not,” Brynn admitted.

“You will die here?”

“If that is my fate. But I will do so with my blade stained with Behrenese blood!” She started away, but the dragon grabbed her by the shoulder and stopped her dead in her tracks.

“And is that enough for you, human? To die here is acceptable because you know that you are right?”

“I’d rather live,” Brynn replied with a grin. “And I pray that we win out, or hold out.”

“But if you do not?”

Brynn had no answer, but neither did the possibility shrink her proud shoulders at all.

“I hope you live,” Agradeleous said to her, and he let her go, and Brynn stood there for a long while, staring at him, until the cries from the wall told her that a breach was imminent.

She ran off to a ladder, scrambling up to the parapet, to find as many Behrenese in that area as To-gai-ru, and with more enemies scrambling over the wall with each passing moment. Brynn’s sword came to fiery life. “To-gai!” she cried, and pushed past her fellow defenders, driving hard into the forming Behrenese line. Those invaders gave way a bit before that blazing sword, and that single waver was enough for Brynn to gain a breach in the line.

Spearheading a wedge, she pushed through, shouldering one man off the parapet, stabbing a second man in the belly. She retracted the blade and fell forward to her knees, spinning about, an errant Behrenese sword swishing harmlessly over her head.

Flamedancer took that man out at the knees, and then Brynn was at the ladders, and a thrust to a face had another enemy tumbling back out. That falling man clipped the one behind him on the ladder as he tumbled, and as that second man struggled to hold his balance, the drifting ladder moved out from the wall.

Brynn leaped atop that wall and kicked hard, dislodging the ladder altogether.

A line of arrows came at her from below, but she turned quickly and got her pulsating powrie shield up to deflect most of them. One did clip her across the calf, a burning wound.

She shrugged it off and leaped away, driving back another disintegrating line of enemies.

The breach was closed.

Agradeleous watched it all with sincere admiration, understanding more clearly Belli’mar Juraviel’s words to him concerning the value of humans.

“I hope you live,” he whispered to Brynn, though she certainly could not hear, and then the dragon fell within himself, bringing forth the transformation into his more natural, huge and terrible form.

Over the eastern gate he flew, above the line of ducking and scrambling Behrenese. Only a few got their bows up to offer meager shots.

Gaining speed with every passing foot, the dragon rammed hard into a catapult, scattering the crew and destroying the war engine. His head swung about and his fiery breath immolated a handful of fleeing soldiers.

Then the arrows began, but Agradeleous ignored them and attacked the next catapult, and then the next. He saw one man rushing to organize the defense—a man wearing the armor of a Chezhou-Lei. Off the dragon swooped, crashing amidst the leader and those about him, accepting the heavy blow from the man’s sword and returning it tenfold with a savage claw rake that nearly took the man in half.

Several others fell and Agradeleous leaped back up into the air, his great wings bringing him higher. His attack had stopped the entire charge at that eastern wall, had allowed the defenders within the city to peel away and reinforce other vulnerable areas, for the Behrenese were turning back upon the wurm, with cries naming the dragon as their primary target. Now the volleys of arrows showering Agradeleous increased, but the dragon roared through it and charged on, destroying another catapult.

A ballista bolt shot past him, then a second, but the dragon pressed on, breathing forth his fire to light both catapult and crew.

His wings brought him up high and he dove immediately, passing low over one group of Behrenese cavalry, unhorsing most as he sped past on his way to another catapult battery. Now the dragon swooped back around and up, hovering for a split second to line up his fiery breath.

Just as one ballista crew had anticipated.

The dragon fire came forth, then stopped abruptly as the huge spear smashed against his side, crushing bone at the base of his wing. With a shriek that deafened those nearby, Agradeleous rolled over in the air, then tumbled down into the sand.

Immediately, the Behrenese soldiers swarmed over him, bows twanging, swords slashing, but the dragon went into a thrashing frenzy, his tail swiping out men by the dozen, claws digging and raking, his maw snapping to and fro, biting men in half.

But the dragon was in trouble, and he knew the truth of it. Soon his scrambling had purpose, turning him about, then running him flat out for the wall of Dharyan. He neared and leaped, crashing over the wall and tumbling hard into the courtyard.

Brynn was on that wall, urging him on, and as soon as the dragon passed over her, she and her batteries of archers drove back the Behrenese pursuit.

“The west gate!” came a frantic cry, and Brynn spun about to hear the screams of anguish and anger, and she knew that the city would be lost, that if the Behrenese got through that western gate, their flood would sweep her and her army from the city.

And she couldn’t get there in time.

But down below, her greatest warrior was moving again, clawing and fighting his way along the streets, his blood drawing a red slick behind him.

Agradeleous arrived in the western courtyard just as the gate began to crumble, and the To-gai-ru, seeing his approach, cleared the way.

The gate fell in, and in charged the Behrenese.

Or at least they started to, and then they were dead, melted in dragon fire. There Agradeleous stayed for the remainder of the attack, a living barricade.

Behind him, on the walls, Brynn rushed from spot to spot, bolstering the defenses with her cries of victory and with her deadly sword and bow.

Soon after, the Behrenese line retreated. Dharyan had held through the first day.

There was little revelry within the city, though, for many To-gai-ru lay dead about the walls. Several thousand Behrenese had fallen to less than one thousand To-gai-ru, but in looking at her depleted resources, and in looking at the gravely injured dragon, Brynn could not claim victory that day. They had held, and that was something.

But that was all.

Thanks to the heroics of Agradeleous, the barrage from catapults would be less that night. But several huge fires did erupt, forcing the weary men and women to battle them—all with the knowledge that their enemies would come on again in the morning.

Pagonel and Merwan Ma had little trouble getting into Jacintha, for the city was in seeming turmoil, with people rushing all about, selling and buying all sorts of staple goods. Soldiers marched about all the avenues, schooling hard the lessons they knew they would soon put into real combat.

“It would seem that Brynn’s efforts have been felt far, and to the heart of Behren,” Pagonel remarked to Merwan Ma, the mystic still playing the part of the Shepherd’s slave.

“Many of the brigades are from visiting districts,” Merwan Ma explained. “I have seen the pennant of Yatol De Hamman and Yatol Peridan, Yatol Shie-guvra and—”

“Does that mean that the Yatols have assembled here?”

Merwan Ma nodded. “That would be the usual reason for their garrisons to be about Jacintha,” he explained. “But who can say in these strange times?”

“Can you find out?”

The Shepherd nodded and moved across the crowded square, to a merchant selling baskets of dates. He bent in and whispered to the man, then nodded, reached into his pouch, and produced a few coins—which Pagonel had given to him out of the loot from one of the conquered cities.

The smiling merchant took the bribe and bent in, whispering to Merwan Ma for a long, long time.

“The Yatols are in Jacintha,” the Shepherd reported to Pagonel a few minutes later. “And they are not pleased by the continuing war. Brynn’s efforts in hiring the mercenaries and pirates have played into the ancient rivalries between some of the Yatols, particularly those trading rivals along the coastline. Now the Yatols are angry that so many soldiers have been pulled from the disputed zones in the east and sent along to the west to join in Yatol Bardoh’s pursuit of Brynn.”

Pagonel nodded, considering the words. He wished he had known of this internal strife before, long before, when there might have been some opportunity to exploit it further.

“There is word from the west,” Merwan Ma went on, his voice going suddenly grim. “Brynn has conquered Dharyan once more.”

Pagonel nodded, knowing what was coming next.

“Yatol Bardoh is even now moving to encircle her and destroy her there,” the Shepherd went on. “Likely the fighting has already begun.”

Pagonel took a long moment to digest the information, then took a deep and steadying breath and stared hard at his companion. “It is irrelevant to our present course.” As he finished, the mystic looked across the way, to a large structure, the largest in the city, set upon a hill lined with beautiful gardens and fountains.

“Chom Deiru,” Merwan Ma explained, following that stare. “It will be heavily guarded—it is always heavily guarded, and even more so now, I would guess, with the tension so high.”

“But you can get me in,” the mystic reasoned.

“To what end?”

“To reveal the truth.”

“It is a truth that will get us both killed.” Merwan Ma stopped short, seeing the unblinking stare coming back at him, a reminder to him of all that he had learned of late.

“I will get you in,” he said to Pagonel, his voice steady. “Or I will try.”

The mystic nodded, and Merwan Ma led the way across the city, to the base of the hill of Chom Deiru and the first guard house they would have to pass.

They did so, quite easily, for Merwan Ma knew all the passwords through these preliminary checkpoints. Soon enough the pair were up the hill and moving up the steps of the temple proper, through the great arching doors of Chom Deiru.

A pair of guards inside crossed their spears before the entryway, commanding them to halt.

“I have come from the west,” Merwan Ma said to them, then spoke the usual passwords, “The setting sun cannot elude the Chezru’s eyes.”

It was the proper phrase for any returning scout to use, but Merwan Ma noted that one of the guards betrayed his stoic expression for just an instance, as if in a flicker of recognition.

“What is your name?” the man asked.

“I am …” the Shepherd paused, feeling suddenly that something was very wrong. He didn’t really recognize the guard, but he had the feeling that this one had known him from his time as Douan’s assistant.

“My pardon, Governor Pestle,” Pagonel said behind him, and he began bowing repeatedly. “I should have been more prompt in arranging for your formal announcement.”

The two guards looked to each other, and then one retreated behind the door.

A long moment passed, the silence growing more and more uncomfortable. Finally, the door cracked open and the guard poked his head out, whispering to his companion.

“Welcome to Chom Deiru, Governor Carwan Pestle,” the other guard said as his companion disappeared behind the door once more. “You will be announced to the Chezru Chieftain at your convenience.” As he finished, he stepped aside and pulled open the door, motioning for the two men to enter.

Merwan Ma should have been dead the moment he stepped through, and would have been, had not Pagonel’s finely honed reflexes launched the mystic at the back of Merwan Ma’s legs, laying him low, and making the stab of the other guard’s long spear miss the mark.

Pagonel was up in an instant, spinning to face the spearman. He dropped his shoulder and leaped ahead, spinning diagonally down low. Then, as he came around and set his feet, he leaped up high, over the poor attempt to reorient the unwieldy weapon. He snapped his foot into the guard’s face.

The man fell away with a grunt.

Pagonel landed lightly, turning sharply about to see the guard from outside charging in at Merwan Ma’s back, and with the stunned Shepherd only then even pulling himself from the floor, facing away from the thrusting spear.

Out went the spear tip, but in the flash of the mystic’s well-aimed, stiffened hand, the weapon was no more, chopped in half.

Pagonel grabbed the broken shaft of the weapon in his left hand, stepped in against it, and swung around backward, his right elbow lifting high to smash the man in the face. The guard dropped like a stone, but stubbornly tried to rise.

Pagonel’s stiffened fingers smashed his throat, and he went down and stayed down.

The mystic was moving even as the man hit the ground, running past Merwan Ma and sweeping him up in his wake. Noise echoed from both side corridors, likely other guards rushing to see what the commotion was all about.

“Where do we run?” the mystic asked.

Merwan Ma’s horrified expression told him much. “I must get to the Room of Forever,” the Shepherd explained. “But the way is long and the shouts of the pursuit will bring many guards out before us!”

The mystic stopped and looked all around at the great corridors and huge pillars. “Which way to the Room of Forever?”

Merwan Ma looked across the anteroom and through the large hall behind it, motioning toward some distant stairs. “Up there, and along many hallways.”

Pagonel retrieved the remaining spear from the fallen guard, and smashed the man again as he began to stir once more. “Go. I will keep the guards occupied.”

Merwan Ma spent a long moment studying the mystic, then put his hand on Pagonel’s shoulder. “There is much I wish to say to you,” he began tentatively.

Pagonel stopped him with an upraised hand. “We will find the time to talk,” he said with a smile, though neither he nor Merwan Ma expected that they would ever speak again.

The mystic ran off then, into the larger hall and to the right, and when a guard yelled out upon sighting him, he launched the spear, far and true, into the man’s chest.

Merwan Ma faded back against the wall behind a pillar as the commotion grew, as more and more guards and servants rushed all about. The whole commotion moved down to his right and the shepherd started off to the left, hugging the wall of the larger room until he made the stairs. Then he fell back into the shadows again, as a group of guards, including a Chezhou-Lei warrior, rushed down the stairs and right past him, giving chase to the now distant shouts of an intruder.

Up went the Shepherd, and he breathed a sigh of relief when he crossed out of the stairway and into the hallways of the palace’s second floor. He ran along, then down corridors so familiar and yet strangely out of place, past rooms that had once been his home, but now seemed foreign and uncomfortable.

Pagonel ran on, one step ahead of his pursuit—and well aware that the pursuit was growing with each passing corridor. He turned down one arched corridor, rushing right past a pair of surprised guards.

They yelled and took up the chase, but Pagonel surprised them again by stopping short and spinning about, leaping their leading spears and double-kicking, left and right, laying them both low.

Another guard came in right behind, swinging a huge curved sword. The mystic caught his wrist and pulled it aside, stepped in close, and hit him with three short but devastating chops to the chest. The man gasped repeatedly and started to fall, but Pagonel grabbed him by the tunic and pulled him back up, then threw him hard to the ground, right before a pair of charging soldiers. They didn’t trip, but the tumbling man held them up and stole their attention.

Long enough for the mystic to come in high and hard, above their swords, kicking and punching.

As they fell away, Pagonel didn’t move in, but turned and ran along the grand-arched corridor. A large group was close to him, he realized, and when he turned back to note them, he picked out a Chezhou-Lei warrior among their ranks. The mystic put his head down and ran on, knowing that he couldn’t turn and confront this group. A Chezhou-Lei was enough of a problem all by himself, but with several guards on his side, the fight would not fall the mystic’s way!

The hallway bent in a wide arc, and the mystic came to guess that he was circling a large room. The pursuit remained dogged, and close, and now others were coming out from side corridors off to Pagonel’s left as he continued to circle around to the right. He was running out of room, and he knew it. The only corridors down which he could turn were to the left, and those seemed full of enemies.

Pagonel stopped and turned to face the wall, putting his fingers against it, feeling the grains within the stone. Then he fell within himself, ignoring the shouts closing in behind, and more shouts coming from the left. The mystic found his Chi and lifted it high, and then ran along with it, spider-crawling up the wall. As he neared the top, with some oblivious guards running past beneath him, the mystic heard much arguing and talking from within the huge circular room.

Before he could even consider that, though, a cry from below told him that he had been spotted. He moved along more quickly, now thirty feet from the floor.

An arrow skipped past him.

“More bows!” came the shout from the Chezhou-Lei. “Shoot the pest from the wall.”

Pagonel glanced down, and considered dropping upon them, perhaps killing the Chezhou-Lei, at least, before they slaughtered him. But to what end? he realized. Was he going to kill for spite, or out of anger?

That was not the way of the Jhesta Tu. Truly there was nothing for Pagonel to gain by dropping on the Behrenese at that point, not for him and not for Merwan Ma, and not for the cause of Brynn Dharielle and To-gai.

“Your Chezru Chieftain is a fraud,” he yelled down. “He possesses an Abellican soul stone, and uses it!”

His answer came in the form of an arrow, driving deep into his calf and nearly dislodging him.

With a grunt, the mystic climbed higher, nearing the ceiling, and only then did he realize that the wall upon which he was perched was not solid, floor to ceiling, but had an alcove at the top. And in the rear of that ledge area, the mystic found a grate, overlooking a wide circular chamber, full of rows of seats, and full of arguing Yatols!

His respite there wouldn’t last long, he knew, for the alcove wasn’t deep, and all the archers had to do was step back across the hall to spot him.

Dismissing the unsettling thought out of hand, Pagonel gripped the bars of the grate and focused his life energy into his hands. His palms grew hot—hotter than they had when he had used his healing techniques on Brynn and Merwan Ma.

He dove deeper into the energy, forcing it to his fingers, heating them even more. He didn’t contain the energy there, though—to do so would have melted his hands!—but rather, let it flow out of his digits and into the metal of the bars, heating them and softening them.

Ignoring the uncomfortable heat, Pagonel began to pull with all his strength.

An arrow soared into the alcove, deflecting off the ceiling to bounce hard against the mystic. But it didn’t disrupt Pagonel’s concentration. With the metal practically glowing under his mystical touch, the man pulled the two bars of the grate apart, bit by bit, until they were wide enough for him to slip through.

He squirmed onto the ledge in the huge audience hall, then moved to the lip, marking the gathering below him, figuring out at once that it was Yakim Douan himself who was addressing the Yatols from a dais across the way, in front of a long and sweeping, ascending stairway. The chairs were all before him, set in a semicircular pattern: a thousand chairs, though only those at the very front were occupied.

Pagonel studied the room for a moment, but knew he didn’t have much time, for below, the Chezhou-Lei was yelling for the guards to enter the audience hall and protect the Chezru Chieftain.

Pagonel rolled to the lip and leaped off, dropping the thirty feet to the floor and landing easily in a shock-absorbing roll. All heads turned his way, and a group of guards, standing behind the dais that held Yakim Douan, rushed to the front of their beloved Chezru Chieftain, forming a line before him.

“Jhesta Tu!” one of the nearby Yatols yelled, and all of the others began to shrink away from Pagonel, whispering excitedly.

“What is the meaning of this intrusion?” Yakim Douan yelled. “Who are you to violate this sacred place?”

“I am Pagonel of the Walk of Clouds, Chezru Chieftain Douan,” the mystic answered with a bow. “I am he who knows the truth of Yakim Douan! I am he who knows the truth of Transcendence!”

No one in the place missed the wide-eyed look of surprise and horror that came over Yakim Douan at that moment, but before anyone could begin to question it, the great doors of the audience chamber burst open and a group of soldiers charged into the chamber, bearing down immediately on Pagonel.

“I have seen you at use with your soul stone, Yakim Douan!” the mystic cried.

“He is a fool and a liar!” yelled the Chezru Chieftain. “Kill him at once!”

Pagonel dodged a thrown spear, then another, then fell into a roll to move to the side of a trio of warriors charging in at him. He came up and kicked back the other way, tripping one up, but had to fall back farther and couldn’t finish the move as the other two bore in. The mystic ran behind the chairs and leaped atop the back of one, then ran along, chair back to chair back, so balanced that none even began to tip.

He ducked instinctively; an arrow cut the air above him. He ducked again, and then again, altering his run as the guards began to herd him, always seeming to be between him and the Chezru Chieftain. He knew that it couldn’t last for long, and knew that he couldn’t get anywhere near the man, so he stopped suddenly, still standing atop one chair-back, and yelled out, “You have spirit-walked, Yakim Douan. That is how you found the Dragon of To-gai! Each night you go out and seek her—and you cannot go out without a gem—”

He stopped suddenly as an arrow bored into his side. Then he got hit again, in the hip. He tried to leap away, tried to hold his focus, but he got hit again, the missile creasing his shoulder, and then he was falling, smashing through a bunch of chairs.

“Finish him!” he heard Yakim Douan yell, and it seemed to him suddenly as if the Chezru Chieftain was far, far away.

Blood ran from a dozen wounds and one of her eyes was closed from where a mace had slipped off her powrie shield and clipped her, but Brynn showed no signs of slowing as she ran along the wall, rousing her allies with cries for a free To-gai, and with her magnificent swordplay, with enemy after enemy falling to her flaming blade. So great was her reputation growing as she moved along the wall that the Behrenese shrank back from her wherever she appeared, with some even going back over the wall, outside of the city. That only made her furious charge even more effective, of course.

Down along the avenues, Agradeleous moved from gate to gate and wall to wall, bolstering the defenses with blasts of killing flame. At one point, the eastern wall was breached, with hundreds of Behrenese warriors swarming in, many heading to throw wide the gates so that their cavalry could overrun the courtyard.

Agradeleous alone stopped that attack, wading through lines of soldiers, taking and accepting punishing hits with the single-minded purpose of destroying those who meant to open the gates.

The gate held, and those Behrenese who had come over the wall were soon cut off, as Brynn solidified the defenses on the parapets and the dragon turned upon them along the streets.

All that day, the Behrenese came on and were pushed back, and when it ended, thousands more lay dead. But so did scores of To-gai-ru, and as the ring about Dharyan settled once more, Brynn was again hard-pressed to consider the event any kind of a victory.

Even worse, that same night, another garrison arrived from Jacintha, five thousand more warriors to replace the fallen.

Brynn could not look to the west for similar help, she knew.

The mystic lay on the floor, knowing that each passing second brought his enemies in closer. He reached into his life force, finding that line of power between his forehead and crotch, the center of his energy, his Chi. Then he blanked away the many pains, put them outside of his consciousness.

He heard the soldiers, two at least, standing over him, bending to finish him.

With a sudden burst of sheer power, the mystic swung over and sprang up, soaring into the air between his attackers, seeing three and not two.

He kicked out ahead, then left and right, landed lightly and sprang up again, lifting into the air before the one man who still stood there and the second, who was staggering but not down.

A kick left and right again had them both down, and Pagonel landed in perfect balance on the back of the nearest upright chair and began his run anew.

Another arrow clipped him, but he held his course stubbornly, working his way around the now-sheltered crowd of amazed Yatols.

“You must hear my words!” Pagonel shouted. “For your own sake and not my own! The Chezru Chieftain possesses a soul stone, an Abellican hematite! He lies of his course and of Transcendence, which is no more than—”

He stopped suddenly as a Chezhou-Lei warrior popped up before him and smashed him hard in the gut with the end of a thick staff.

“Transcendence is possession of an infant,” the mystic cried, falling away as he got smashed again, and then again as he lay helpless on the ground.

He felt hands grabbing him by the arms a few moments later, but could offer no more resistance as they stood him upright. He tried to talk again, and his efforts got him slugged hard in the stomach, and then across the face.

“Behold!” he heard the Chezru Chieftain yell. “We have before us the killer of Chezhou-Lei Dahmed Blie!”

“What of his words, God-Voice?” came a cry that sounded somewhat accusatory.

“The heathens have no other answer to the visions of Yatol!” Douan shouted immediately. “They seek to destroy us from the inside, since their feeble attempts to destroy us otherwise have miserably failed! And now this one is dead, and they have lost their ties to the Jhesta Tu. Yet another blow to the army of the pitiful Dragon of To-gai!”

Pagonel had no strength to argue as the cheers went up about Yakim Douan, so he fell within himself, trying again to gather his life energy, trying merely to keep some bit of consciousness.

He did hear the Chezhou-Lei warrior ask Yakim Douan if the prisoner should be hung publicly, or burned, and was not surprised when the Chezru Chieftain told his warrior to finish Pagonel then and there.

And the mystic couldn’t begin to stop the blow. He tried to open his eyes, wanting to look into the eyes of the man who would end his life.

“Wait!” came a cry from somewhere in the back. “Hold your weapons and your judgment!”

Pagonel did open his eyes then, to see Merwan Ma rushing down the long stairway behind Yakim Douan, a magnificently decorated chalice in his hand.

Yakim Douan worked very hard to keep his expression stoic as he watched the traitorous Shepherd rush down the stairs, bearing the damning chalice. It took him a moment to steady himself, to try to play through this potential disaster—and in that moment, Merwan Ma was not silent.

“He hides the stone—he has hidden the stone for centuries!” He reached into the bloody chalice and pulled forth the gemstone, then tossed the ceremonial cup aside. “In here!”

Gasps arose all around him, but Yakim Douan held his calm and motioned to the side, to a bank of archers.

“It is all a lie!” Merwan Ma cried. “Transcendence is a trick and no miracle.” He ended with the air blasted from his lungs, as arrow after arrow bored into him.

He was sitting then, though he knew not how, and knew not why, whispering, “A lie,” over and over again.

And then Yakim Douan was there before him, reaching down.

“God-Voice,” the confused and dying man gasped.

Douan pulled the hematite from him and walked away.

“How clever!” the Chezru Chieftain shouted. “Look at the conspiracy that our enemies have created about us! Give them credit, my friends.”

“Was that not Merwan Ma, your former attendant?” asked one of the visiting Yatols.

“It was,” answered Mado Wadon, who had served beside Merwan Ma for so many years.

“Obviously fallen traitor to us for the cause of our enemies,” said Douan.

“But he was murdered, in Dharyan!” cried another.

Yakim Douan held his smile and held his calm. This one wasn’t going to be easy to wriggle out of, he realized, but he knew that delay was on his side. Soon enough, reports of the fall of the Dragon of To-gai would flood in, and his people would be more receptive to whatever explanation he offered.

“It is a puzzling riddle,” he said. “But one that we will unravel, I assure you.”

“And what of the stone?” asked Mado Wadon.

Yakim Douan fixed the man, the Yatol who would obviously succeed him if not for Transcendence, with a hateful glower. “It is a gemstone, a hematite, I believe.”

“What the Abellicans call a soul stone,” another offered, suspicion evident in his voice.

“Why, of course,” said Douan. “Else their little ploy would have been for naught. I will summon Master Mackaront of Entel in the morning and present it to him.”

It pained Pagonel greatly to see Merwan Ma slump down on the stairs, so perfectly still that the mystic knew that his friend had died.

The warriors holding him had relaxed their grip as they, along with the Chezhou-Lei who was supposed to deliver the killing blow, stood and stared dumbfounded at the surprising events about them.

Pagonel weighed the reaction as much as he could. He heard the buzzing of the Yatols, recognized the doubt in their words and whispers, but he heard, too, the continuing assurances of Yakim Douan in a debate that was now one-sided.

He and Merwan Ma had done exactly as they had intended, though, and for that, he was grateful. They had planted the seeds of doubt, and perhaps those would take root and grow, ending the reign of the tyrant Douan.

Pagonel had only one more thing to do.

He fell into himself again, gathering his energy, bringing every ounce of life force he could muster together in one collected ball, preparing for one burst.

He reached out tentatively, hoping that the Chezhou-Lei would continue to delay, would give him the moment he needed.

Then he felt the connection to the hematite held by Yakim Douan.

“I do give credit to our enemies for their clever ruse,” Douan was saying, laughing.

Pagonel grabbed his life energy together. He opened his eyes and with a sudden burst of movement, ran his arms in circles, then out, dislodging the two men holding him and shoving them aside.

The Chezhou-Lei warrior moved immediately, but so did the mystic, gathering his energy, then throwing his arms forward and sending that ball of power out across the way, reaching for the hematite, diving into its depths, flooding it with the pure power of Chi. Long Ago, the Jhesta Tu had learned the secrets of the gemstones, had come to know that the energy contained within the stones was the same basic energy as within their own Chi, the same energy that permeated all of the universe. The strength of any gemstone depended upon the amount of energy contained within, and the amount that any gemstone could hold was a finite thing.

Spent, Pagonel was already falling as the Chezhou-Lei’s staff whipped around, smashing him to the ground.

Across the way, the hematite blew apart, shards spraying back into surprised Yakim Douan, hurling him to the floor.

Cries erupted for the death of the mystic, but before the Chezhou-Lei could follow that course, Mado Wadon yelled at him to hold his strike and to drag the prisoner away to the dungeons.

Other guards were ordered to bear the wounded Douan away, as well, to a comfortable bed. The Chezru Chieftain, semiconscious, resisted them at first, scrambling desperately to find some piece of his precious soul stone, some chunk of the enchanted gem that would allow him access.

“God-Voice?” came a simple question, and he looked up to see Mado Wadon and several others, including Yatol De Hamman, staring down at him incredulously.

“It may explode again,” he said unconvincingly.

“Yes, God-Voice,” said Mado Wadon. “Go with the soldiers now. You are wounded, and we must ensure that Chom Deiru is now secure.”

Yakim Douan nodded repeatedly, trying to sort through it all, trying to find some line of deception that he might follow to minimize the risk. And, of course, he had to discern a way he could gather another soul stone. Olin would help him. Yes, and he could keep it secret through the next couple of years until things settled, until he had reestablished himself enough to chance Transcendence once more.

Of course, none of this would make any difference at all in forty or fifty years, when all the witnesses would be dead and buried, and Merwan Ma’s name would be long forgotten!

That fool Merwan Ma!

Soon after, the God-Voice of Behren was resting comfortably in a bed in Chom Deiru, guards securing his door. His wounds were not nearly as serious as feared, only minor cuts and bruises, and the first Yatols who had come in to see him had expressed great regret that such evil conspirators as Merwan Ma and the Jhesta Tu had ever gotten into the palace.

“Where is the Jhesta Tu?” Douan asked Mado Wadon.

“He is dead, God-Voice,” the Yatol replied. “As you commanded, though it would have given us all great pleasure to see him burned publicly before the palace.”

“Too dangerous,” Douan said.

“Of course, God-Voice,” Mado Wadon replied with a bow. “Rest now. The first reports of the battle at Dharyan are coming in.”

“The Dragon has fallen?” Douan asked, coming forward excitedly.

“Not yet, God-Voice,” the Yatol replied. “But soon. She has nowhere left to run.”

Yakim Douan rested back, comfortable in those thoughts.

For the third time, they attacked, and for the third time, they were repelled.

“You cannot continue to throw our warriors against the walls,” an angry Chezhou-Lei Shauntil dared to say to fuming Yatol Bardoh after that third retreat.

“Dharyan should have fallen long ago!” the Yatol declared.

“Agreed, but the city is fortified by the fires of a great dragon,” Shauntil reminded. “And we must never underestimate the strength of this woman. She is possessed of demons, my warriors say, and every breach is met with her fiery sword.”

Yatol Bardoh clenched his fist and slammed it down on the small table before him, knocking it to the floor. “I will have the city!” He looked up at Shauntil. “You deliver Dharyan to me, and soon!”

“If we continue to attack, and continue to be chased away, leaving hundreds dead behind us, you will find your ranks thinning by more than the dead, Yatol,” the Chezhou-Lei honestly reported.

“Are we to abandon Dharyan?” came the incredulous response.

“We can resupply. With her dragon downed—and it is downed, by all reports—she cannot.”

Yatol Bardoh’s expression went from anger to curiosity. “What are you saying?”

“Besiege her,” said Shauntil. “She cannot hope to break out. Without the walls and fortifications, her army would be crushed in short order. Besiege her. Let the Ru eat their horses!”

Yatol Bardoh gave a perfectly awful chuckle. “They would not like that.”

“Besiege her, that is my advice,” Shauntil said again. “Demand her unconditional surrender, then hang the witch and her commanders, destroy the dragon, and send the rest back to the steppes.”

Yatol Bardoh looked at the man doubtfully. “Or we say that is the condition of the acceptance of surrender,” the scheming man remarked. “And then, when she is dead and the dragon is destroyed, we put the remaining Ru on the road to the west. And there we kill them, every one.”

Shauntil, an honorable warrior, didn’t particularly like that plan, but neither did he question it. “I will see that the defenses are set to ward against any breakout,” he assured his master. “I will have the catapults rebuilt, that our bombardment may begin anew.”

“Every bit of their misery pleases me greatly,” was the Yatol’s response.

A lone rider approached Dharyan’s eastern gate soon after, declaring the city besieged, and calling for the unconditional surrender of the Dragon of To-gai.

Every To-gai-ru near to Brynn when she heard that call spat profanities back at the man, patting their brave leader on the shoulder and assuring her that they would die to the man and woman before they would ever allow her to surrender.

Brynn appreciated the support, truly, but she understood the reality of their grim situation. She looked around, wondering how long that support would hold, wondering how strong would be the determination when bellies began to growl with hunger.

Yatol Peridan, wearing a suspicious expression, met Yatol Mado Wadon coming out of the dungeon stairwell.

“You told the Chezru Chieftain that the Jhesta Tu was dead,” said Peridan.

“And so he is.”

“You just came from him. What deception …”

“You did not find his claims intriguing?”

Peridan stopped as if slapped, and nodded his concession. “The Chezru Chieftain explains it as a ruse, a clever one at that.”

“My uncle was a Yatol, here in Jacintha, many years ago,” said Mado Wadon. “Often did he tell me of the miracle of Transcendence, of the amazing blessed child who could recite so clearly the verses of Yatol’s teachings, who seemed to know, so instinctively, the present state of the kingdom.” He fixed Peridan with a telling stare. “As if with the wisdom of the ages.”

Peridan sank back.

“More Yatols have come in?” Mado Wadon asked.

“As you requested,” said Peridan.

The Yatol of Chom Deiru nodded.

Later the next day, Mado Wadon met with the visiting Yatols, laying bare his suspicions and reminding them that none of this made any sense along any other lines of reasoning, especially with the cries of Merwan Ma. The man had been appointed governor of Dharyan, after all, and had been subsequently reported murdered by a To-gai-ru slave. With so much glory and honor lauded upon him, how or why would he ever go over to an obviously losing side?

Mado Wadon had spoken with Pagonel that morning, had heard the story, one that made much more logical sense, in depth.

After the brief meeting, Mado Wadon led all of those visiting Yatols, twenty-three in number, into the bedchamber where Yakim Douan was fast recovering.

“The Dragon?” Douan asked immediately.

“Yatol Bardoh continues his battle,” Yatol De Hamman replied from the side.

“I have brought the chalice, God-Voice,” Mado Wadon explained. “The interruption of ceremony is unprecedented, but we believe that all can be put in order.”

“That is good,” said Douan. “Thoroughly cleanse the chalice, that the stains of the Abellican gemstone placed within by the treacherous Merwan Ma be washed away.”

“Of course, God-Voice. It has already been done.”

“Consult the scholars, then, and determine the proper rituals for renewing the once-tainted chalice.”

“Yes, God-Voice,” said Mado Wadon, perfectly calm and in control. “But that is why we have come to you.”

Yakim Douan looked at him curiously.

“Were you not the one who initiated the ceremony of the chalice in the Room of Forever?”

Yakim Douan returned a puzzled look, but one that fast turned grave. “What foolishness is this?” he asked, catching on. “The ceremony was determined centuries ago …” He stopped then, his eyes going wide as Mado Wadon produced the other part of the ritual gear, a sharp, ceremonial knife.

“What foolishness is this?” the God-Voice asked again, though he knew from the Yatol’s face what treachery was coming.

“Wait! Wait!” he pleaded. “This is insanity! I have found the true way of Yatol! I can show you eternal life!”

“Through a gemstone?” Mado Wadon asked, pausing.

“Yes!”

Mado Wadon stepped forward and plunged the knife into Yakim Douan’s chest, then stepped back and calmly handed it to the next Yatol in line. And so it went, around the gathering, until all twenty-three had taken their stab at the old wretch.

Yakim Douan lay there for a long time, stubbornly clinging to life.

“There is no gemstone, God-Voice. Nothing through which your spirit can flee this fate,” Mado Wadon said to him, leaning in so that his face might be the last thing Yakim Douan ever saw.

“Sacrilege,” Douan whispered.

“Perhaps it is,” Mado Wadon answered. “We will await the coming of the blessed child to tell us of our folly.”

Yakim Douan tried to answer, but he could not. Consciousness left him soon after, as his blood continued to pool about him.

The Yatols filed out solemnly later on, with Mado Wadon ordering the guards to go and ring the bells of Chom Deiru, the Cadence of Grief.


Epilogue

“I HAVE ASSUMED CONTROL OF JACINTHA, AS IS COMMANDED BY THE TENETS OF Yatol,” Mado Wadon told several of the more important Yatols later on that fateful day.

“But you are not Chezru Chieftain!” Yatol Peridan insisted. Peridan had been viewing all of this with mixed feelings. He had agreed with Mado Wadon’s argument that Douan had to die, in light of the revelations, but the practical implications of that action did not shine favorably on him. Mado Wadon was a friend of De Hamman.

“I am not, nor do I pretend to be,” Mado Wadon calmly replied. “We are each brothers in the greater cause of Yatol, with our own areas of responsibility. Mine is now Jacintha.”

He didn’t say it, but it was well understood that the control of Jacintha meant control of the legions, greater power than any three other Yatols combined could muster.

But that was indeed the tenet of Yatol.

The meeting broke up sometime later, after many speeches of solidarity and common cause to rebuild. Underneath all the words, though, loomed an unmistakable aura of suspicion and trepidation. Under the Chezru Chieftain, the Yatols united the kingdom of Behren, but that religious grasp over the peoples of the many tribes had always been a tenuous thing.

Yatol De Hamman caught up to Mado Wadon alone a short while later.

“Peridan will move swiftly against me,” the man insisted. “With the Jacintha garrison tied up at Dharyan, he will know that the moment is now, or is never.”

“I have already warned Yatol Peridan that the time has come for caution.”

“He will not heed your words,” Yatol De Hamman insisted. “Chezru Douan pulled many of my soldiers from me to send off along the road to the west. Peridan knows that I am undermanned, and he will seize this moment!”

Mado Wadon sighed deeply, finding it hard to disagree. He knew that the weeks ahead were going to be quite difficult for Behren, and he honestly expected that the next Chezru Chieftain, when one could be found and brought to maturity, would likely have to rebuild many parts of the disjointed kingdom.

That was even if another Chezru Chieftain would be found, for any child now selected, given the believed deception of Yakim Douan, would face a brutal inquiry period. And if that child uttered nothing miraculous—truly miraculous!—he would be rejected and the kingdom would be thrown into even more disarray. On one level, Mado Wadon regretted the decision to kill Douan. Perhaps they should have allowed him to go on with his practice of stealing the bodies of unborn children to use as his own.

Would Behren survive?

Would the Chezru religion survive?

And should it? Mado Wadon had to ponder.

“Yatol Peridan is the least of your troubles,” an increasingly frustrated De Hamman stated suddenly, drawing Mado Wadon from his disturbing thoughts. “Your eyes should focus upon Yatol Bardoh and the legions he commands.”

“The Jacintha legions are mine,” Mado Wadon said.

“Bardoh commands them. It is no secret that he has used Chezru Douan’s inability to capture the Dragon of To-gai to foster his own ends. How much more powerful will he become once Dharyan is recaptured and the rebels are all dead.”

Mado Wadon winced at the thought.

He went back to the lower levels of Chom Deiru almost immediately, down the cold and wet steps to the dungeons and to the filthy, barred hole in the wall where Pagonel of the Jhesta Tu had been placed.

“We must speak,” he said to the man.

Pagonel, dirty and unshaven, his wounds thick with infection, looked at the man curiously, blinking his eyes repeatedly against the sudden intrusion of light.

“Tell me of the Dragon of To-gai,” Mado Wadon bade him. “What does she desire?”

Pagonel continued to stare at him.

“Time is short,” Mado Wadon said. “Save yourself.”

“I will not betray my friend.”

“Betray?” the Yatol echoed incredulously. “I offer you the chance to save her.” Mado Wadon leaned in closer, his face barely inches from Pagonel’s. “I offer you the chance to realize her dreams.”

“You will pardon my skepticism.”

Mado Wadon nodded, expecting as much.

He did notice that Pagonel’s mood had brightened considerably the next day when they sat together on the wagon in the midst of a great caravan rolling down the western road out of Jacintha.

“They will not eat the horses,” Tanalk Grenk said to Brynn. “Nor will they stay in here to starve.”

“They want us to try to break out,” she replied, looking down at the besieging army, as she had for more than a week.

“We have a few days more of food, even if we starve the prisoners.”

“Which we shall not do!”

Tanalk Grenk’s expression grew intense for a moment, but he relaxed and nodded. “I would rather die with a sword in my hand,” he said. “And not with that hand limp from starvation.”

Brynn looked hard at him, and at those others standing along the wall, listening in to the conversation. Gradually, she began to nod. “As would I,” she said. “As shall I!”

A cheer went up about her.

“Let us consider our options more carefully,” she said to Grenk. “Perhaps we can make a ruse of a breakout, luring our enemies in to us one more time.”

The man’s expression was doubting, and when she thought about it, Brynn could not disagree. “Or if not, then let us ride out in full force and kill as many as we may before our end.”

“I will begin formulating the plans,” the fierce To-gai-ru warrior offered, and Brynn nodded.

It wasn’t the end she had hoped for, but it would have to do.

The next morning, the To-gai-ru leaders met and argued over the plans, with some thinking it would be best to charge east, instead of the expected burst to the west. “If we are not going to break through anyway, then better to gain even more surprise,” one argued.

The banter settled much, and Tanalk Grenk and Brynn broke away to draw up the final plans. They were nearly finished, when a call from the wall roused them.

“A lone emissary!” came the cry.

“No doubt to reiterate their call for surrender,” Tanalk Grenk reasoned as the pair made their way to the parapets. “We should send his head back without his body.”

His words were lost in his throat as he gained the wall and looked out. No response was forthcoming from Brynn, either, for both recognized the lone figure walking toward them, his gait the practiced and balanced walk of a Jhesta Tu mystic.

Brynn fell into Pagonel’s arms as he came through the gate, burying her face in his strong chest.

“Yakim Douan is dead,” Pagonel said to her, to all of the warriors gathering about. “The new leading Yatols wish to discuss the terms of peace.”

“We have already dismissed their calls for surrender!” Tanalk Grenk said angrily. “We will die as warriors before surrendering the freedom of To-gai!”

That brought a cheer, of course, but Pagonel held calm. “I said peace, not surrender,” the mystic replied.

The expressions were doubtful, even Brynn’s.

“Their kingdom is in disarray,” the mystic explained. “They cannot hope to continue a unified struggle to hold To-gai.”

“But this is the hour of their victory,” reasoned Brynn.

“A victory that many of them fear more than defeat,” Pagonel replied. “Come with me, Brynn, and you, Tanalk Grenk, to the tents of our enemies.”

Brynn wore a puzzled expression, but Tanalk Grenk’s was one of open suspicion.

“This is no ruse,” said Pagonel. “For they need none to finish this battle. We have caught ourselves in the middle of their political games, and they would all prefer that we leave.”

“Those are my terms,” Brynn said coldly, after three days of arguing with Mado Wadon and the others at the Behrenese encampment encircling Dharyan.

“Preposterous!” said Yatol Bardoh, Brynn’s greatest enemy at these discussions, and the Yatol who least desired peace. Pagonel had explained it all to her, and so she understood that Bardoh wanted this fight to strengthen his own position in the aftermath.

Brynn moved out from the table, to the back of the tent, and motioned for Yatol Bardoh to join her.

“I know you,” she whispered.

The man looked at her curiously.

“I watched you murder my parents, a decade and more ago.”

Bardoh glared at her wickedly.

“Know that if this battle ensues, the Behrenese will likely win,” Brynn assured him. “But my dragon has healed, and with his help, I will find my own victory among the ruins, for I will avenge my parents. Of that, do not doubt.”

The man blanched, and Brynn patted him on the shoulder and returned to her seat at the table.

It amazed her how much more responsive Yatol Bardoh became after that little private conversation.

But still, when Brynn and Pagonel returned to Dharyan that night, nothing had been settled, and now the food was beginning to run thin.

“We will meet one more time,” the woman said to Pagonel. “And then we will fight.”

“You could relent,” the mystic replied. “They have offered you a chance to run back into To-gai and be free of Behrenese rule. Is that not all that you wanted?”

Brynn took a deep breath, understanding that she was playing a very dangerous game. But she held firm to her resolve against the doubts. Her demands were the insurance against another invasion, one that she knew would come soon enough after Behren solidified itself once more, if Yatol Bardoh had his way.

The next day, Mado Wadon came alone to Dharyan, under the flag of truce, as Brynn insisted. In a quiet room, the Yatol, the Dragon of To-gai, and the Jhesta Tu mystic sat and talked.

“Dharyan-Dharielle, then,” Brynn improvised, as the Yatol again argued the one sticking point in the negotiations. “We will call the city Dharyan-Dharielle, and leave it as an open city, to Behrenese and To-gai-ru alike.”

“And what would possibly prompt the Behrenese to come here, other than to scorn the invading To-gai-ru?”

“Invading?” Brynn echoed. “It is a word you should take care when speaking. Your people will come for the trade, open trade, between To-gai-ru and Behrenese. And your scholars will come for the library.”

“Library? Do the To-gai-ru even write?”

“The library formerly of Pruda,” Brynn said with a crooked smile, and Yatol Mado Wadon’s eyes widened indeed!

“Yes, I have it, buried and hidden in the desert, never to be found unless I so deem it,” Brynn explained. “I will retrieve the items, and build a new and grander library here, open to all the scholars of our respective kingdoms.”

Mado Wadon waved his hands and shook his head. “You speak foolishness! Why should I hear these words? Why should I allow for any concessions from the Behrenese? You are beaten, if we choose to attack! Never forget that!”

“But at a great cost.”

“Greater costs have already been paid!”

Brynn nodded, conceding the point. “But greater gains are hard to find,” she said. “Yatol Mado Wadon, I asked you to come out here alone this last day of our discussions because you above all others should understand the true prize I offer to you now.”

“And that is?”

“Alliance,” said Brynn.

“Between To-gai and Behren?”

“Between Dharyan-Dharielle and Jacintha,” Brynn corrected. “Between the Dragon of To-gai and Yatol Mado Wadon. If you force me from this city, then who will replace me? One loyal to Jacintha, or to Avrou Eesa?”

The man did not reply.

“And if you send your hordes against me, or I charge mine out against you, then who will be blamed for the thousands of Behrenese dead on the sands, and the hundreds I will execute in my dungeons? Yatol Bardoh or Yatol Mado Wadon?”

Brynn leaned forward and grabbed the man’s hands suddenly, moving very close to his face, locking his gaze with her own. “And I offer to you a vision of a better way between our peoples, one of strength and not of animosity. Can you not see the wisdom of that course?”

“Do you believe that you can eliminate centuries of mistrust and hatred in one action?” the Yatol asked sincerely.

“I believe that we two can take one large stride, that is all,” Brynn replied. “And will Jacintha not benefit from the alliance with Dharielle?”

“Dharyan-Dharielle,” Mado Wadon corrected a moment later, and Brynn smiled wide and looked to the side, to a nodding Pagonel.

The great army encircling Dharyan-Dharielle stood down that same afternoon, even sending supplies in to the beleaguered To-gai-ru.

“It was not done without arguments among the Yatols,” Pagonel assured Brynn.

“Let them fight, then,” the woman replied.

“You risked much.”

“Every step of my journey,” said Brynn.

The city under Brynn’s control actually had more Behrenese citizens than To-gai-ru, once the situation had sorted itself out after that long winter of God’s Year 844–845. Many To-gai-ru did come down from the steppes though, including some old friends, Barachuk and Tsolona.

“You will be prized advisors,” Brynn said to them, after many hugs and kisses. “Our way is not yet clear.”

“Indeed,” said the old man who had just come down from the steppes, where the tumultuous ripples of Brynn’s surprising victory were only then reverberating. “Indeed!”

As she had promised, Brynn Dharielle left the gates open to men and women of either land, and many Behrenese merchants flocked in to reap the rewards of open trade with the To-gai-ru for their prized horses.

Late that spring, the first column bearing items from the Library of Pruda arrived, while craftsmen worked to construct a new and more fabulous library. Though the scholars of Pruda offered a letter of defiance and complaint, they did begin showing up in the city to peruse the ancient tomes.

Brynn heard reports of many battles being fought in the east, mostly south of Jacintha along the coast, and she knew that Pagonel’s estimate of the crisis now befalling Behren had not been exaggerated. She determined to be a good neighbor, though, and take no gains from the Behrenese distress. In truth, she had enough trouble in keeping her own kingdom, To-gai, united—and for the first time! Things were not going smoothly on the steppes, for there remained many outposters and much bitterness.

But they would get through it, Brynn believed. After what she and her friends had accomplished, no obstacle seemed too great.

That spring brought a pair of partings, as well, one expected and somewhat welcomed, and the other one that caught Brynn completely by surprise.

“Agradeleous has agreed to fly me to my home before he returns to his own,” Pagonel announced to her, the dragon standing behind him.

“My wounds have healed enough for me to fly again,” Agradeleous added. “How good it will be to feel the wind upon my face!”

“You will return to the Walk of Clouds?”

“I must,” Pagonel replied, and he took her in his arms. “For how long, I do not know. But it is my place to go to Master Cheyes and Mistress Dasa, that we three might determine where the Jhesta Tu can fit into this new order of Behren and To-gai. With the death of the Chezru Chieftain and the Kaliit of the Chezhou-Lei, there may be some gains to be made between our orders. It must be explored.”

Brynn wanted to argue against it all, wanted to beg Pagonel to stay beside her as she continued to work through this confusing and dangerous time. But as she had let Belli’mar Juraviel and Cazzira go, so, too, must she grant Pagonel this priority.

“I will return there one day,” she promised.

“And I will be there to greet you, with arms open wide,” the mystic replied. “Unless, of course, I have already returned to you, in which event, I will escort you up the five thousand steps, to a place of greater enlightenment.”

Brynn fought back the tears and so did Pagonel. It was a bitter parting, but was made with the sincere understanding and belief between these two that they would indeed meet again.

“And of you, good Agradeleous,” the woman said suddenly, turning away from the mystic. “You will return now to your mountain home?”

“I will mark a cave for the bearers of treasures and the bearers of tales,” the dragon replied, reminding Brynn of their bargain.

“Promise me that you’ll not eat them.”

“You ask much.”

“Agradeleous—”

“Promise me that their tales will be good!” the dragon roared.

They shared a laugh.

“If I need you again, will you come out?” Brynn asked.

Agradeleous put on that typically awful grin, and despite the joyous mood, both she and Pagonel shivered as the dragon replied, “With pleasure.”

Each day brought new challenges, new victories, and new frustrations, and though she worked tirelessly, Brynn felt as if she simply could not keep up with it all. For To-gai, she demanded solidarity, a unison of purpose, though she did not argue when the leaders of her people insisted that they return to their ancient tribes.

Of the Behrenese, Brynn asked for little and was asked for less, as their kingdom continued to dissolve into chaos, with open wars declared. Through it all, the woman hoped that she would one day find the opportunity to exact her revenge upon Yatol Bardoh.

But it was a fleeting fantasy, lost in the swirl of the everyday realities of governing both a city and a kingdom behind it. She had to establish profitable trade, to keep her people happy and prosperous, to allow them to work through the centuries of tribal feuding that had made them vulnerable to the Behrenese in the first place.

It struck her as curious how the situations in the two kingdoms had suddenly reversed, with To-gai uniting and Behren breaking apart. There was a difference, though, in that Brynn and her people would never try to take advantage of that situation, as Yakim Douan had done.

There had to be a difference, else all of it, the killing and the dying, the loosing of Agradeleous upon Behrenese cities, and the last desperate fight to hold Dharyan-Dharielle, would truly prove meaningless.

Brynn knew that, in her heart, and so she was glad when the turn of autumn brought the first open market in Dharyan-Dharielle, one that attracted Behrenese caravans from all across the desert kingdom.

But then, soon after, she was confused, as well, for word came to her that fall of God’s Year 845 that the kingdom north of the Belt-and-Buckle, too, had been shaken to its core, that a new king had ascended the throne. It was a name Brynn knew all too well.

King Aydrian, the son of Elbryan Wyndon.

And she who had been schooled in the elvish tongue recognized the surname the young man had chosen, as well—Boudabras—and understood its true meaning.

Maelstrom.
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Prologue

“YOU LET HER GO!” MARCALO DE’UNNERO SCREAMED, EVERY MUSCLE IN THE strong man’s body standing taut. He was past fifty, but appeared much younger, with the suppleness of youth still showing about his hardened muscles and with his black hair still thick upon his head. The excommunicated Abellican monk had been a fighter for all of his life and carried the scars of a hundred battles. But they were only superficial scars, visual reminders, for within the skin of Marcalo De’Unnero resided a body in perfect health.

For that was one aspect of the magic of the enchanted gemstone—a tiger’s paw—that, through the power of the demon dactyl, had merged with the essence of the man.

At his side, Sadye put her hand on his arm, trying to calm him, for his outburst had raised more than a few eyebrows around the throne room of the new king, Aydrian Wyndon, who called himself Aydrian Boudabras. Many of the dukes of Honce-the-Bear were in attendance this morning, including Kalas, who led the elite Allheart Brigade, and Bretherford, who commanded the great fleet of warships. And none of them were used to any man, particularly not one of the Abellican Church, speaking to the king of Honce-the-Bear in such a manner.

Seated comfortably on the throne across from De’Unnero, Aydrian seemed hardly bothered, though. He wore a wry grin, which made him look even younger than his nineteen years, especially given his unkempt locks of curly blond hair and his large blue eyes. That too-innocent look had been stamped upon Aydrian’s face since the events of a few days previous, when he had wrestled the tormented spirit of Constance Pemblebury from the nether realm and had used the distraction to murder King Danube Brock Ursal.

“You fear Jilseponie?” the young king replied, his voice steady and calm.

De’Unnero paused and tilted his head, scrutinizing Aydrian, who seemed to understand the puzzlement and smiled all the wider. Until very recently, Aydrian had been De’Unnero’s pawn, and willingly so. As the son of Jilseponie, who had been Danube’s queen, Aydrian held some tenuous claim to the throne. Using him, De’Unnero and Abbot Olin had pushed their agenda to the highest levels of the kingdom, to the throne itself. Now the pair intended to use that secular victory to bring them to prominence in the Church they believed had abandoned them. In their eyes, Aydrian had been no more than a means to a personal end. More recently, though, since the joust when Aydrian had defeated all challengers, including the great Duke Kalas, things had begun to shift in the relationship between De’Unnero and Aydrian. Slowly but surely, Aydrian had begun to assert more and more control.

De’Unnero saw that, and now, for the first time since he had met the young son of Elbryan and Jilseponie in the wild lands to the west, he was beginning to fear it. At first, after the young man’s ascension to the throne, De’Unnero had watched him and had marveled, thinking him a most beautiful and cunning creature. But now, given the realization that Aydrian had truly allowed Jilseponie to walk out of Ursal, De’Unnero was growing ever more angry.

“Do you not understand the danger that Queen Jilseponie poses to us? To you?” the Abellican monk explained.

“Perhaps we should discuss this in private with Aydrian,” Sadye said quietly to the monk, and she pulled him tighter. But De’Unnero didn’t even look at her, so fixed was his glare upon Aydrian.

“My mother is nothing,” Aydrian declared, and he looked all around, widening his response to include all in attendance so that he could answer every question raised by his surprising decision to allow Jilseponie simply to ride out of Ursal. “I saw her heart on that day,” he explained. “When she learned the truth of me, that the son she had abandoned to die was alive and well, it was the end for her. Jilseponie Wyndon is no threat. She is an empty shell. I could have been merciful and simply killed her that day. But after her abandonment of me, after she left me for dead, I chose not to be so merciful.”

As he said this, he paused and looked about, and so did De’Unnero, to see a couple of the noblemen nodding and smiling—even proud Duke Kalas, who had once been King Danube’s best friend. Indeed, Jilseponie had made more than a few enemies in the court during her tenure in Castle Ursal, and that enmity had allowed the conspirators to drive a wedge through the accepted line of ascension.

“Let her sit and rot, tormented by the errors of her past,” Aydrian went on. “Death is sometimes merciful, and I wish to show no mercy to wretched Jilseponie!”

De’Unnero thought to respond, but the murmurs about him told him clearly that he had few allies in this room against Aydrian’s decision. He still believed that Aydrian had made a tremendous error. He knew Jilseponie well, had battled against her for most of his adult life, and understood that she was a formidable foe, perhaps as formidable as Aydrian could know in all the world. “We will see her again,” he did say, and ominously. “On the battlefield.”

“And when we do, she will watch her friends and allies die, then she will die,” Aydrian calmly assured him.

“You do not understand the power of—”

“I understand it better than do you,” Aydrian interrupted. “I took her measure, fully so, while she stood on that trial stage on the day of my ascent. I saw into her, saw through her, and I know the power of Jilseponie! And I know that power is diminished, and greatly so, by my reappearance in her life. Oh yes, my friend—my friends!—I know my enemy, and I do not fear her in the least. And neither should you. The execution of Jilseponie in a quiet and hidden place within Castle Ursal would have done us no good as we strive to reunite the kingdom. Indeed, if word had gone out of such an act, it might have martyred the witch. No, let our would-be enemies see her impotence in this, and lose all heart to resist us. Or let them witness her devastating demise if she chooses to come against me. They will lose all heart for continuing the fight. Jilseponie’s role in all of this might not be over, but if she has any impact left in the coming events, then it will be one to benefit us.”

The young man’s words, and the calm and assured way in which he had spoken them, had De’Unnero back on his heels. Who was this young king he had helped to gain the throne? Who was this young man, once his eager student and now acting as if he was the teacher?

De’Unnero didn’t know, and started to question, but Sadye tightened her grip on his arm, and when he looked at her, her expression begged him to let the subject drop from public discussion.

She was right, the monk knew. If he persisted here, he might actually be undermining Aydrian with the other noblemen, allies desperately needed if the new kingdom was to hold, if the legitimacy of Aydrian Boudabras was to spread out from Ursal to the north.

“Perhaps I am too reminded of who Jilseponie once was,” the monk quietly admitted.

“She is not that woman any longer,” Aydrian replied. “She is old and she is worn. Her road has been long and difficult, and her decisions have risen from the dead to haunt her every thought. She is nothing to concern us.”

“She was once mighty with the gemstones and with the sword,” interjected Duke Kalas, a warrior much like De’Unnero in spirit—which was probably why the two hated each other. He was a large and dashing man, powerfully built yet graceful in stride, the epitome of the nobleman warrior.

“Her skills with the sword have diminished with age and lack of practice, no doubt,” Aydrian replied. “But even if she was at her peak of strength, and even if Elbryan was alive and fighting beside her, I would easily defeat them. As for the gemstones …” He paused and held up the pouch of stones, a magnificent and varied collection that had once belonged to Jilseponie. “Well, she has none, and if she acquires some, I will have to defeat her in that realm. It is not a battle that gives me the slightest pause, I assure you.”

Not a person in that room doubted his confidence. And none who knew him, who truly understood the power that was Aydrian, doubted his claim.

“And what of Torrence?” asked Monmouth Treshay, the Duke of Yorkey, referring to the one living son of Constance Pemblebury and King Danube, a bastard child who had been placed third in the line of ascension, behind Danube’s brother Prince Midalis, and his own older brother, Merwick. Aydrian had slain Merwick in a duel after the death of Danube. As he had with Jilseponie, Aydrian had allowed Torrence to ride out of Ursal.

Well, not quite like Jilseponie, De’Unnero knew.

Aydrian turned a curious smile on the man, sizing him up, as did De’Unnero. Aydrian’s hold over some of the dukes was tenuous. Kalas, the most powerful of the noblemen, had settled firmly in Aydrian’s court, and that brought legitimacy to the new king that few of these southern dukes would dare question. For Kalas controlled the Allheart Knights, and they, in turn, controlled the general army of Ursal, a force that could sweep aside any resistance in the southland. Monmouth Treshay, though, had seemed less enthusiastic from the outset. The older duke was obviously torn. Yorkey County served as the retreat where most of the Ursal nobles spent their leisure time. Constance Pemblebury had lived there for most of the last years of her life, as had her children. The arrival of Constance’s ghost exonerating Jilseponie might have brought Aydrian some measure of legitimacy with Duke Monmouth, but the ensuing fight, where Aydrian had defeated and killed Prince Merwick, had obviously not sat well with the man.

“How many would-be kings or queens will you allow to roam freely about your kingdom?” Duke Monmouth pressed.

In response, Aydrian grinned and looked over to Duke Kalas, who nodded grimly, his expression telling them all that he wasn’t approaching the problem of Torrence with as much enjoyment as was Aydrian.

The intrigue of the moment was not lost on Marcalo De’Unnero, nor was he pleased to realize that Aydrian had decided to use Kalas in his secret plans for Torrence Pemblebury. Though such plans were prudent, no doubt, the monk did not like it one bit that Aydrian was stepping out from him, was taking control here and without any apparent consideration to him!

Gnashing his teeth with boiling anger, De’Unnero turned to Sadye for support, for surely she would see the same problem here as he.

He stopped short when he regarded the small and beautiful woman, the woman who had stolen his heart with her enchanting music and her wisdom, with her wheat-colored hair, grown to her shoulders now, and those shining gray eyes.

For though Sadye continued to hold De’Unnero’s arm, her gaze was not fixed upon him, but upon another. She stood there, transfixed, a bemused expression on her face as she watched the every movement of … Aydrian Boudabras.

“We will journey to Vanguard and my uncle, the prince,” Torrence Pemblebury told the man sitting next to him, one of the five soldiers who had chosen to leave Ursal with the deposed would-be king.

“Perhaps we would be wise to resettle in Vanguard,” said the man, Prynnius by name, and the only Allheart Knight to abandon the court of the new King Aydrian. Prynnius had been one of the primary instructors of Torrence’s older brother Merwick in the early stages of his Allheart training. Though a friend of Duke Kalas, Prynnius could not abide the killing of Merwick and could not bring himself to swear allegiance to Honce-the-Bear’s new king. “Far from Ursal and the court of Aydrian. Far from the Allhearts and Duke Kalas, and far from the turmoil that is obviously about to befall the Abellican Church.”

“You say that in the hopes that Aydrian’s arms will not be so long.”

“He will not penetrate Vanguard short of an all-out war,” Prynnius said with conviction. “I know Prince Midalis well. He’ll not welcome Aydrian—surely not!—for he is the greatest threat to Aydrian’s legitimacy. All the kingdom knows that Midalis should have succeeded Danube.”

“And with Merwick next in line, and myself behind him,” said Torrence. “And yet this new king allows me free passage out of Ursal.”

“His personal mercenary army is well paid, and now he has added the bulk of the army of Danube’s Honce-the-Bear, the very same army that you would need to call your own to do battle with him,” said Prynnius. “Perhaps he sees you now as no threat, and perhaps you—we—would be wise to keep him thinking that way.”

“The greater our advantage of surprise when we strike back?” Torrence said eagerly.

“The longer we may both stay alive,” Prynnius corrected. “Surrender your claim to the throne, in your heart at least, for the time being, young Prince Torrence. You have not the strength to do battle with King Aydrian.”

Torrence sat back, crossed his arms over his chest, and assumed a petulant expression. “You think he’s won,” the young man stated bluntly.

“He has won,” Prynnius agreed, and Torrence shot him an angry glare. “He has Ursal and he has the Allhearts. He has all the land to Entel and the sea, and he has Duke Bretherford and the fleet. Honce-the-Bear is his, I fear, and I see no way …” He paused as the coach lurched to a stop. Up in front, they heard the driver yelling at someone to clear the road.

Prynnius leaned forward and poked his head out the coach’s window.

“Ye get outa the way!” the driver yelled. “Don’t ye know who I’m carrying, ye fool highwaymen?”

“Highwaymen?” Torrence asked, coming forward in his seat. He slowed though, when he noted the grim expression on Prynnius’ face, when he noted the man shaking his head slowly, his eyes telling Torrence clearly that he recognized some of the supposed highwaymen who had intercepted their coach.

“It would seem that our new King Aydrian is not as secure in his victory as we presumed,” Prynnius remarked, and he looked at Torrence and shrugged, then pushed open the coach door and drew out his sword as he exited the carriage.

Torrence sat there numbly, trying to register what this was all about even as the sounds of fighting erupted about him. He heard the hum of bowstrings, and heard one man call Prynnius a traitor to the Allhearts. A moment later, the coach shook as someone fell against it, then Prynnius opened the door and slumped in. He looked up at Torrence, his face a mask of resignation and defeat.

And then he lurched, and Torrence looked past his wincing face to see a man standing behind him, a man dressed as a common thief but wielding a fabulous weapon that no commoner could possibly afford. Prynnius jumped again a bit as the man twisted that sword within him.

With a growl of rage, Torrence grabbed up his own sword and dove forward, but the killer nimbly moved back out of reach.

Torrence sprawled across the dying Prynnius, half out of the coach. He started to scramble forward to pursue Prynnius’ killer, but then he got hit from the side, and hard, and then got hit again. Dazed, he was only partly aware that his weapon had slipped from his hand. He hardly understood that he was being dragged from the coach, he hardly felt the boots and gauntlets smashing against him, pounding him down into darkness.

“Does it so bother you that your protégé has stepped forward from your shadow?” Sadye asked quietly, the blunt question and her innocent tone throwing a bucket of water onto the fires that burned within Marcalo De’Unnero. “Is that not what you would want from him?”

“What do you mean?” the monk asked, shaking his head in disbelief. They were back in their room in one of the buildings near to Castle Ursal reserved for visiting lords—which De’Unnero had pretended to be during the usurping of King Danube’s throne.

“Did you and Abbot Olin truly expect Aydrian to remain dependent upon you for his every move?” Sadye asked. “Did you truly wish that? How, my love, are you to get about the business of converting the Abellican Church to your vision if you are needed for King Aydrian’s every move? How do you and Abbot Olin expect to truly defeat Father Abbot Fio Bou-raiy and men like Abbot Braumin Herde if you are busy concerning yourself with affairs of the state?”

“Aydrian may err, and such an error could cost us everything,” De’Unnero replied, not convincingly.

“Only yesterday, you were singing his praises and admiring the beauty that is Aydrian,” Sadye pointed out.

“I was giddy with victory, perhaps.”

Sadye scoffed and gave a doubting little chuckle. “Aydrian took control of the situation here in Ursal sometime ago,” she reminded. “It was he who facilitated the trial of Jilseponie Wyndon, discrediting both her and King Danube. It was he who tore Constance Pemblebury from the realm of death itself, that she might act on his behalf in ending the reign of Danube. It was he who pulled Duke Kalas back from that same dark realm and thus manipulated the man into subservience. Do not underestimate him! Take great heart and hope that your pupil has risen to become your—”

“My better?” There was no hiding the bitterness in De’Unnero’s tone as he spat those two words.

“Your peer,” Sadye corrected. “And you will need him as such if you are to have any hopes of dominating the Abellican Church. Yes, with Aydrian’s armies behind you, you might sweep away Bou-raiy and his followers, but to gain the heart of the Church, you need to do more than that. Be pleased, my love, that young Aydrian has stepped forward to worthily fill the throne.”

Marcalo De’Unnero slumped back on his bed as those words settled within his thoughts. Sadye was speaking wisely here, he knew, and it was surprising for him to recognize that he and Sadye had almost completely swapped their viewpoints in a period of a few days.

Aydrian’s road to win the entirety of the kingdom would be a difficult one indeed, but De’Unnero’s quest to remake the Abellican Church into what it once had been, into something even greater than it had once been, would be no less so.

For a long time, De’Unnero sat there, considering the events of the last few tumultuous weeks, considering the actions of Aydrian. The turning point, he knew, had come that day on the jousting field, when Aydrian had defeated, and seemingly killed, Duke Kalas, only to reach into his enchanted soul stone and tear Duke Kalas back from the netherworld.

So much of this amazingly quick rise to the throne had been facilitated by Aydrian, without consulting either De’Unnero or Olin. And now it was continuing.

It did not sit well with Marcalo De’Unnero that Aydrian was acting so much on his own here, and yet Sadye’s reasoning made good sense. The first part in the plan De’Unnero and Olin had concocted called for getting Aydrian on the throne, and now that had come to pass.

The second part of that plan, the takeover of the Abellican Church, had just begun here, in St. Honce, and would carry them all the way to St.-Mere-Abelle, so they hoped. If the kingdom was to be Aydrian’s and the Church the province of Olin and De’Unnero, then, yes indeed, it would bode well for the monks if Aydrian proved capable of handling his end.

But still …

Marcalo De’Unnero glanced over at Sadye, to see her standing there, looking off into the distance, a wistful smile on her face.

He could guess whom she was thinking about.

When Torrence awoke, he was back in his coach seat, and the coach was rolling through the streets of Ursal in the dead of night. He was gagged and lightly bound, but he didn’t even think of pulling free of his bonds, for three others were in the coach with him: burly men, all armed, and all staring at him intently.

The coach went through the side gates of the castle, and up to a little-used door, where a pair of men waited, chains in hand.

Torrence was roughly grabbed and pulled from the seat, his arms yanked behind him and chained at the wrists. They ushered him through the servant areas of the castle, through the kitchen and the scrub rooms, then through a door and down a long flight of stairs to the dungeons.

Panic welled up inside the deposed prince as his entourage silently dragged him along the cellars, to another flight of wooden stairs that took him even deeper beneath the great castle. Down this second flight, they stopped and pulled the gag from Torrence’s mouth, roughly turning him about to look back under the stairs.

There a hole had been dug, one about the right size for a body.

Torrence instinctively recoiled from the open grave, but firm hands held him in place.

“That will not be necessary,” came a voice the young prince surely knew, one that offered him a glimmer of hope. He turned to see the approach of Duke Targon Bree Kalas, the nobleman who had been his mother’s dearest friend for so many years.

“Leave us,” Kalas instructed the others, and the guards moved off without question, back up the stairs.

“Glory to St. Abelle that you found me,” Torrence said, as Kalas walked beside him and unlocked the shackles that bound his wrists. “I know not what those ruffians would have done to me. Why, it seems as if they even prepared a grave …”

Torrence paused as he considered the moment, as he realized that Duke Kalas was in possession of the keys to his shackles. He stared down at the open grave, then slowly began to turn about.

“Forgive me,” Duke Kalas whispered, and Torrence spun about wildly to face him.

Kalas’s sword plunged into his chest, tearing his heart in half. Stunned and shaking in the last moments of his life, Torrence grasped the bloody blade.

“Forgive me,” Duke Kalas whispered, and he held his hand up to silence Torrence’s breathless questions. “Forgive me, Constance.”

Kalas yanked his blade free and Torrence tumbled back, into the open grave.

“Damn you, King Aydrian, as you have damned me,” Duke Kalas muttered under his breath as he stood there and considered his handiwork.

He could hardly believe that he had just killed Torrence, who had been as his nephew, the son of his dearest friend.

But Duke Targon Bree Kalas, above all others, had witnessed the true power of Aydrian Boudabras, a power that transcended death itself. In the face of that terrible strength, it was simply not within the man to refuse the young king.

“Sleep well, poor Prince,” Kalas said quietly, and sincerely. “This is not your time. This is not the time of any who hold to the old ways. Be with your mother and father, young sweet Prince. And with your brother. There is no place here left for you.”

With a sigh of profound regret, Duke Kalas dropped the sword to the dirt and slowly walked up the stairs, passing the men who would go down and finish that dark work in that dark place.
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And now I am king, like so many before and so many yet to come. To most people, this accomplishment would be the end of their goal, the achievement they believed would place them in the lists of the immortals. But notoriety in one’s time, great fame spread to the far corners of the world, is little security against the passage of years. King Danube Brock Ursal may be remembered for a while, since he ruled during a time of great crisis, both with the DemonWar and the plague. But few even now remember his grandfather, and fewer his great-grandfather. His name, too, will fade with the passage of time.

As will my father’s. As will my mother’s.

And now I am king, and this is just a platform, the first rung on a ladder that will climb to include Vanguard, Behren, To-gai, Alpinador, and even the Wilderlands to the west.

Do you hear that, Lady Dasslerond?

I will command the known world and beyond. I will own the Abellican Church, which will become greater under my rule, and which will suffer no rivals. My image will be engraved from southern To-gai to northern Alpinador; my boot print will forever stain the ground of Andur’Blough Inninness and my name will survive the centuries, beyond the memories of the oldest elves.

Those who brought me to this point, particularly Marcalo De’Unnero, do not yet understand the truth of Aydrian Boudabras. They do not understand that I see two shadows at Oracle, one who would speak to their weaknesses, and one who knows the truth of immortality—one who reveals to me that conscience is the halter the gods have placed upon mortal man.

De’Unnero and his cohorts do not understand that with this recognition, I am beyond all of them. The monk fears my mother, and is incensed at me for allowing her to walk freely out of Castle Ursal. I doubt that she will come against me again; I doubt that she has the heart now that guilt shows so clearly in her pretty eyes. She wears the halter of the gods, and it is a burden upon her that will allow me to destroy her with a thought, if necessary.

Better for me to allow her to witness it all, for her to watch the rise of her discarded son. She was once the hero of the people of Honce-the-Bear, who saved them from the demon dactyl, who led them to salvation from the plague. With her as my witness, my fame will spread even more quickly. It will gall Jilseponie as she comes truly to understand that she is my legitimacy, that her renown allows me to further my own. Her reputation is my ally even as she may become my enemy.

In that event, too, there is nothing but gain. A warrior is judged most of all by the enemies he defeats. Fio Bou-raiy, Prince Midalis, Lady Dasslerond, and perhaps Jilseponie Wyndon Ursal.

It is an impressive list.

I only hope that I may find more formidable and worthy adversaries.

I have heard of a dragon flying about the wastelands south of the Belt-and-Buckle.

The pleasure will be mine; the judgment will be kind.

And now I am king.

—AYDRIAN BOUDABRAS


Chapter 1
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The Shadow in the Mirror

THE SHADOW IN THE MIRROR DREW HIM IN, AND AYDRIAN COULD NOT GET THE thought of Jilseponie out of his mind. Unlike the unrelenting hatred he felt for the woman, a rush of warmth came over him, as if this shadow was communicating to him that Jilseponie was his answer here. Not for glory. Not for power.

For what, then?

Salvation?

Aydrian leaned back against the wall in the small darkened room he had set up for Oracle, this mystical connection to the shadows in the mirror. The elves had taught him Oracle, and had taught him that in looking into the mirror, he was seeing those who had gone before. Aydrian wasn’t sure of that. Perhaps Oracle was more a way for him to look within his own essence and heart. Perhaps these shadowy creatures he saw in the mirror—and he saw two, whereas others usually saw only one—were messengers of the gods, or his own attunement to godlike wisdom.

It was here, at Oracle, that Aydrian had learned to comprehend the power of the gemstones. It was here, at Oracle, that Aydrian had first come to understand the manner in which he might reach his coveted immortality—immortalis in the ancient tongue of man and elf.

So now he watched, basking in the continuing rush of warmth and softness that accompanied the thoughts of Jilseponie—imparted, he understood, by this one shadow. But then the second shadow appeared across the way, and Aydrian was immediately reminded of the truth of Jilseponie, that she had abandoned him to die, that she had, in effect, forced him into slavery at the hands of cruel Lady Dasslerond!

Moments later, all warmth and thoughts of some mystical salvation flew away from Aydrian, replaced by his hatred for the witch Jilseponie, the pretend queen. He watched as the two shadows came together, not to blend into something larger and greater, but in an apparent attempt by each to overshadow the other.

Aydrian couldn’t help but grin at this continuing battle. Other people who knew the secret of Oracle saw one shadow, but he had two, and it was precisely that, these two warring viewpoints on every issue, that led Aydrian to realize that he was truly blessed. Unlike the lockstep fools who followed Oracle without question, Aydrian forced from Oracle the power of reasoned resolution. Each step was worked through logically and in his heart.

He laughed aloud, recognizing then that the first shadow was his own conscience, was the shackle the gods had placed about the neck of mortal men.

In that revelation, the issue of Jilseponie was settled once more. The witch would watch his rise to greatness beyond anything the world had ever known. She would die—of her guilt and with his smiling face watching her go—while he would live on forever.

Now very different images filtered through Aydrian’s thoughts. He visualized a map of Honce-the-Bear—the southern reaches, from Ursal to Entel, shaded red; the rest, uncolored. Like crawling fingers, the red began to spread. It moved north from Ursal to engulf Palmaris, and as soon as the city fell under his control, all of the Masur Delaval, the great river that cut through the kingdom, bloodied. In the east along the coast, the red moved north from Entel, sweeping along the Mantis Arm toward St.-Mere-Abelle.

Yes, Aydrian understood that the conquest of St.-Mere-Abelle would be the final victory to secure all of Honce-the-Bear south of the Gulf of Corona. The thought of that monastery, the seat of power for Father Abbot Fio Bou-raiy and the Abellican Church, made him consider another problem: what to do with Marcalo De’Unnero and Abbot Olin, both of whom desired to rule that Church?

Aydrian asked the shadows in the mirror. What of Abbot Olin?

He envisioned the map again, and now the red fingers crawled south of Entel, around the edge of the Belt-and-Buckle, to Jacintha, the seat of Behren’s power.

A knock on the door brought Aydrian from his contemplations, shattering the moment of Oracle. He looked up, his expression angry. But only for a moment, for as he considered what he had just seen, he realized that he had his answer.

The coach rolled through the southern gate of Palmaris, much like any other. The city was open, for despite the rumors filtering up from Ursal, this was a time of peace in Honce-the-Bear. Thus no guards approached the coach or inspected its contents or passengers. If they had looked in through the curtained window, they might well have recognized the woman sitting there, though she seemed barely a shell of her former self.

Jilseponie was hardly aware that her driver had crossed into Palmaris. She sat quietly, her arms crossed before her, her face still showing the lines of the tears that had marked the first days out of Ursal. She wasn’t crying any longer, though.

She was just numb.

She could hardly comprehend the truth of Aydrian, could hardly believe that her child was not dead, but had been stolen from her by the elves and raised all these years apart from her. How could he have become the tyrant that she had seen in Ursal? How could a child born of her and Elbryan have become the monster that was Aydrian?

And he was a monster. Jilseponie knew that profoundly. He had torn Constance from the grave and, Jilseponie believed, had used her to murder Danube. He had stolen the throne of Ursal. And all of that under the guidance of Marcalo De’Unnero!

Marcalo De’Unnero!

To Jilseponie, there was no purer incarnation of evil than he, unless it was the demon dactyl Bestesbulzibar itself! How could Aydrian have taken up with the man who had murdered his own father?

It made no sense to Jilseponie, and in truth, the woman had not the strength to try to sort out the confusing morass.

Aydrian was alive.

Nothing else mattered, truly. No other questions could find their way to a reasoned conclusion within Jilseponie in light of that terrible and wonderful truth. Aydrian was alive.

And he was the king, the unlawful king. And he was in league with De’Unnero and of like heart with the hated man.

That was all that mattered.

The coach lurched to a stop, and only then did Jilseponie realize that the road beneath them had turned from dirt to cobblestone, and that the fields beside them had changed to crowded streets, farmhouses to shops and taverns. The door opened and her driver, an older man with sympathetic eyes, offered her his hand.

“We’re here, milady Jilseponie,” he said tenderly.

Palmaris. A city Jilseponie had known as her home for much of her life. Here she had found refuge after the catastrophe that had destroyed Dundalis to the north. Here she had found her second family, the Chilichunks. Here she had married, though it had ended abruptly and disastrously. Here she had ruled as baroness. Here her friends presided over St. Precious. And here, Elbryan had been killed, as he and she had defeated the demon within Father Abbot Markwart. Moving as if in a dream, Jilseponie drifted out of the coach and onto the street. She was dressed modestly—not in any of the raiments suitable for the queen of Honce-the-Bear, surely—and so her appearance caused no stir among the folk moving about the crowded city avenue.

Jilseponie slowly looked around, absorbing the sights of the city she knew so well. Across the wide square stood St. Precious, the largest structure in the city, a soaring cathedral that could hold thousands within its stone walls, and that housed the hundred brothers under the leadership of Bishop Braumin Herde.

The thought of her friend had Jilseponie walking toward that cathedral, slowly at first, but then breaking into a run to the front door.

“Seems a one needin’ her soul mended, eh?” a passerby remarked to the old driver, who stood by the coach, watching her disappear into the abbey.

“More than you’d ever understand,” the driver replied absently, and with a sigh, he climbed back to his seat and turned his coach about, for the south road and Ursal. He had been explicitly instructed not to approach Bishop Braumin or any of the other leaders of the city, and while the old driver thought it strange that no formal emissary had come north from Ursal to this important second city, he knew enough of the history here to gather the motivation behind the silence.

King Aydrian, and more specifically, Marcalo De’Unnero, wanted to make the announcement personally.

“Few if any will oppose you openly,” Aydrian said to Duke Kalas, as the pair, along with Marcalo De’Unnero, Abbot Olin, and some other commanders, stood about the large table in what Aydrian had turned into the planning room. A large map of Honce-the-Bear was spread before them, with the areas currently under Aydrian’s secure control, notably the southern stretch from Ursal to Entel, shaded in red—just as he had seen at Oracle.

“None will stand before my Allhearts,” Duke Kalas said.

Marcalo De’Unnero smirked at him, quietly mocking his proud posture. “Not openly, perhaps,” the monk corrected. “The key to our victory will be to look honestly into the hearts of those you leave in your wake. Will they accept King Aydrian? And if not, how great is their hatred? Enough for them to take up arms against him?”

“Most will do as they are told,” Abbot Olin insisted. “We have seen this before, during our march from Entel. The people care little who is leading them as king, as long as that king is gentle and fair toward them.” He looked to Aydrian. “I suggest that Duke Kalas’ journey be more a parade of celebration than the conquering march of an army. You are not invading the kingdom of Honce-the-Bear, after all, but rather spreading the word that the kingdom is rightfully yours.”

“Many might not see it that way,” Duke Kalas reminded. “Certainly, Prince Midalis and his followers …”

“Who are mostly in the distant land of Vanguard,” Abbot Olin went on. “You will find few along the road to Palmaris who readily embrace Prince Midalis, if they even know of the man. We must simply tell them the truth of the situation: that Aydrian is king, and accepted as such by the Ursal nobles. Almost to a man, the common folk will go along without argument.”

“For how could they begin to argue?” Marcalo De’Unnero added with a snicker, one that was shared about the table.

But not by Aydrian. “Let us not forget that he who leads Palmaris is a great friend to Jilseponie, and certainly no friend to Marcalo De’Unnero,” the young king pointedly reminded. “Bishop Braumin Herde will oppose us, no doubt.”

“Do you believe him foolish enough to denounce your authority?” Duke Kalas asked. “Do you believe that he will force the army of Ursal to crush the folk of Palmaris?”

“I know not, but certainly St. Precious will not open wide her doors to Marcalo De’Unnero and Abbot Olin,” Aydrian remarked.

De’Unnero looked to Olin, and then to Kalas. For that moment, at least, it seemed as if the fiery monk and the warrior duke were in complete agreement. Kalas even nodded as De’Unnero replied, “Then we will open the door for them.”

“St. Precious will be a fine prize,” Abbot Olin said. “I greatly anticipate seeing her halls.”

“But you will not,” Aydrian said bluntly, and the declaration brought looks of surprise from all about the table, particularly from Abbot Olin himself—and the old abbot’s expression fast shifted from startled to suspicious.

“Abbot Olin will have better and more pleasing duties to attend,” Aydrian explained to the curious stares. “We have all heard the reports of the tumult in Behren, of the revolt of the To-gai-ru and the downfall of the Chezru Chieftain. Behren is a country drifting aimlessly now, with no leader, spiritual or secular. Perhaps it is time for Honce-the-Bear to come to the aid of our southern brothers.”

“What are you saying?” De’Unnero asked incredulously.

“You believe that I should go to Jacintha?” Abbot Olin asked, almost as doubtfully. “To lend support and friendship?”

“To assume the mantle of leadership,” Aydrian declared, and the doubting expressions only magnified, and a few murmurs of disbelief followed. “We cannot allow this open door to close to us,” the king explained, and he began to walk about the table, settling his gaze on each leader in turn. “Not now. Behren is in desperate straits. The people have just learned that their Chezru religion was founded on a complete falsehood, and was in fact one based on the same gemstones that the Yatols use as proof that the Abellicans are demonic. The people of Behren are desperate, I say, for both a friend and a leader. Abbot Olin will be that man.”

“To what end?” De’Unnero demanded, and his tone drew a dangerous look from Aydrian.

“Behren will be mine, perhaps before the fall of Vanguard,” the young king explained to them all, and there was no room for debate within his tone.

“How thin will we stretch our armies?” De’Unnero asked.

“It will take fewer than you believe,” Aydrian shot right back. “We have the wealth to bribe enough of Jacintha’s garrison and the confused Yatols to our side. If this is done properly, and I hold all faith in Abbot Olin, our conquest of Jacintha will be nearly bloodless. And once Jacintha is ours, once we have given the people a new religion and a new hope to grab on to, once we have shown them that we are their friends and brothers, my kingdom will spread from Jacintha to engulf every Behrenese town.”

De’Unnero started to argue further, but Aydrian cut him off.

“I have seen this vision and I know it to be true,” Aydrian proclaimed. “Go to Entel, Abbot Olin. Speak with the pirate fleet we used to secure Entel from Danube. Duke Bretherford will support you with several warships. Gather enough of an army together, not to crush Behren, but to convince those scrambling for power there that you are the necessary alternative to the chaos that now grips their land. Our coffers are deep with gemstones.”

Before De’Unnero could argue further, which he obviously meant to do, Abbot Olin voiced his intrigue. “Could this be possible?” he asked, his eyes verily glowing.

Aydrian and everyone else spent a few moments studying the man. It was no secret in Honce-the-Bear that Abbot Olin of St. Bondabruce in Entel favored Behren, perhaps even over Honce-the-Bear. The reason this senior Abellican abbot had been defeated by Fio Bou-raiy in the last election for Father Abbot of the Church was his close association with Chezru Chieftain Yakim Douan and the Behrenese people. To the Abellicans, Olin had always been a bit too comfortable with the southern kingdom.

And now here was Aydrian, hinting that the southern kingdom might be his.

“More than possible, it is likely,” Aydrian assured the eager man. “Understand, Abbot Olin, that you will come to Jacintha as a friend, and more than that, as a savior. The Yatol priests will follow you because you will bring them the security they have lost with the downfall of the Chezru Chieftain and the chaos it has created among the flock. And because you will pay them—they are a greedy lot!”

“Not all will abandon the way of Chezru,” Abbot Olin warned.

“But enough will to marginalize the others, and you will have enough power at your disposal to … well, to dispose of those who prove most troublesome. I expect that Jacintha will be yours, my friend Abbot Olin, and very quickly. And from there, I have no doubt that you will spread your influence and spiritual kingdom, and my secular kingdom, in rapid manner.”

Aydrian looked away from Olin, to the others. De’Unnero was staring at him blankly, trying to absorb it all, obviously, while Duke Kalas was just shaking his head, his expression still doubtful.

“Fear not, Duke Kalas, for Abbot Olin’s press to the south will take little of your resources from the duties of securing the main prize, the kingdom of Honce-the-Bear,” Aydrian remarked. “He will use part of the mercenary armies that brought us to Ursal, and not the professional armies of the kingdom.” He looked back to Olin. “You go there offering friendship and support above all else.”

“And it will be an honest offer,” Abbot Olin replied.

“Indeed,” said Aydrian, “as long as they ultimately agree to the rule of King Aydrian Boudabras.”

Olin’s face darkened for just a moment, but then he grinned, and replied, “Of course.”

He hugged her and he held on for a long, long time. For Bishop Braumin Herde there was usually no more welcome sight than Jilseponie Wyndon, his dear and trusted friend, the woman who had led him through the fires of Bestesbulzibar and the hellish swirl of the rosy plague.

This day, though, the sight of Jilseponie tore at the man’s heart more than it elevated him. In all his years beside her, even during the plague, Braumin had only once seen Jilseponie this downtrodden, and that after the death of her beloved Elbryan. And aside from his fear for his wounded friend, the mere fact that she was here, and not sitting as queen of Honce-the-Bear, set off alarms in his head that many of the rumors creeping up the river might well be true.

“We have word of the death of King Danube,” remarked Brother Marlboro Viscenti, standing across the room from the hugging pair. “Truly I am sorry.”

Jilseponie, her face streaked with tears once again, moved back from Braumin. “It was Aydrian,” she tried to explain, though their looks told her plainly that these two had no idea of who Aydrian truly might be.

“Aydrian Boudabras,” said Braumin. “Yes, the proclamation has come up the Masur Delaval that this young man is now king of Honce-the-Bear, though what that means for us all we do not yet know. I have never heard him mentioned in the royal line.”

“There are other rumors,” Viscenti started to add, but Braumin waved his hand to silence the man.

Jilseponie, though, steadied herself and looked back at the thin and always nervous Viscenti. “Rumors of a change in St. Honce, one that shall spread throughout your church,” she said.

Viscenti nodded slowly.

“Our new king was aided in his ascent by your own Abbot Olin,” Jilseponie confirmed. Then she paused and took a deep breath. “And by Marcalo De’Unnero.”

“Curse the name!” Bishop Braumin cried, and Master Viscenti stood there trembling, wincing repeatedly with his nervous tic.

“How has this happened?” asked Braumin, and he moved away from Jilseponie, stalking across the room. “How did this come about without warning? A young man, unheard of, suddenly proclaimed king? There is no sense in this! What claim might Aydrian Boudabras hold to the throne of Honce-the-Bear?”

“He is my son,” Jilseponie said quietly, though if she had shouted it, if she had brought in a thousand people to shout it, it would not have struck Bishop Braumin and Master Viscenti any more profoundly.

“Your son?” Viscenti echoed incredulously.

“He is but a child?” Abbot Braumin asked. “You bore King Danube a babe? Why did we not—”

“He is a young man,” Jilseponie corrected. “The son of Jilseponie and Elbryan.”

Both monks stood dumbfounded, Viscenti shaking his head and Braumin just staring at Jilseponie, trying to find some reason in this unbelievable turn.

“How is that possible?” the bishop of Palmaris finally managed to ask.

“The child I thought lost on the field outside of this very city was not lost,” Jilseponie explained. “He was taken away and raised in secret by …” She paused and shook her head.

“And now corrupted by De’Unnero and Olin, to the doom of us all,” reasoned Viscenti.

“So it may prove,” Bishop Braumin answered, when it was apparent that Jilseponie would not. “And Duke Kalas and the armies have thrown in with this phony king? It seems impossible! What of Prince Midalis? Surely he will not stand idly by while this pretender to the throne dismantles his brother’s kingdom, and the Abellican Church, as well!”

“Prince Midalis may go against him, but he will not win,” Jilseponie said, her voice becoming little more than a whisper.

“Many will rally to him!” Viscenti declared, and he shook his fist in the air. “The throne of Honce-the-Bear is not one simply to be stolen, nor is the Abellican Church a willing victim of such treachery! Abbot Olin will be thrown out in disgrace! And Marcalo De’Unnero—we should have burned that fool at the stake years ago. I can hardly believe that he is even still alive! Like the demon dactyl, he is! Unending evil!”

“Surely Aydrian’s claim to the throne is tenuous, at best,” Bishop Braumin reasoned, all the while patting the master’s hands to try to calm the volatile Viscenti, who had not been well of late and had been warned by the healers to try to remain calm—something that was surely against the man’s instincts!

“His claim is enough so that the general populace will accept him,” said Jilseponie. “It is enough so that the nobles who were not in Danube’s favor at the end have the excuse to embrace him. Aydrian came to Ursal with an army at the ready, and once the throne was taken, he only added to that army with Danube’s own soldiers.” She looked at Bishop Braumin with sincere sympathy, and slowly shook her head. “He has Ursal, and will sweep through Palmaris, long before Prince Midalis can organize and offer any aid to you, should you choose to oppose Aydrian. Of that much I am sure. And allies will not be easily found, especially here in the southwestern reaches of Honce-the-Bear, so dominated by Ursal and the corrupt dukes. The common folk will welcome Aydrian because to do otherwise would mean doing battle against him, and that, they have not the power to do.”

“The Church will not succumb to the threats of a usurper and his treacherous cronies!” Bishop Braumin declared. “Palmaris will offer resistance to this King Aydrian, and St. Precious will never open her doors to him, or for Marcalo De’Unnero and the traitor, Abbot Olin.”

“You would pit your city against the legions of Ursal?” Jilseponie quietly asked, and her words stole more than a little of Braumin’s bluster. Palmaris was no minor city, and its garrison was strong and deep and well seasoned. But they would be no match for the Allheart Knights and the thousands of soldiers of Ursal.

“For the city, I … I do not know,” Braumin admitted, but the helpless shake of his head didn’t last for long and the fires quickly returned to his dark eyes. “But on my life, I vow that neither Aydrian nor the cursed De’Unnero will enter this abbey, unless they are dragged through the gates in chains!”

“Do not make such a vow!” Jilseponie scolded. “You do not understand the power that will come against you!”

“You would have me welcome them?”

“I would beg you to flee!” said Jilseponie. “To St.-Mere-Abelle, and from there to Vanguard, if that is necessary. If you stay …” Her voice failed her then, and she began to pant, trying to catch her breath. She would have fallen to the ground had not Braumin rushed forward and caught her in his grasp, holding her tightly once more.

Aydrian waved them all away and continued to stand at the map table as the noblemen filed out, talking amongst themselves. De’Unnero grabbed that open door and stepped beside it, as if he meant to close it behind the others while he remained in the room.

“Go to St. Honce with Abbot Olin,” Aydrian said to him. “Help him to prepare the formal documents declaring the change in the Abellican Church.”

“And what is that change to be?” De’Unnero asked, and he looked back to the hall to make sure that Olin was far away by then. “Are we to proclaim Olin as Father Abbot?”

“For now, our friend Olin will serve as the official Abellican emissary to Behren,” Aydrian replied. “That is all we need to tell your brothers. Soon, Olin will be named Father Abbot of the Abellican Church in Behren.”

Not surprised, De’Unnero nonetheless chuckled. “You make it sound so easy.”

“That part will be easier than placing Marcalo De’Unnero as Father Abbot of the Abellican Church in Honce-the-Bear,” came Aydrian’s response, one that had De’Unnero’s dark eyes glowing. “While most of the country south of the Gulf of Corona will fall to me without bloodshed, we both understand that your Abellican brothers will not so easily accept you as their leader.”

“They are not my brothers, so killing them will bring me little pause,” De’Unnero replied.

“Then go and begin the process of your ascent,” Aydrian told him. “Invite all who would come to join you in the march of King Aydrian, as the kingdom is solidified, as the church is renewed. Do not overtly threaten any who refuse, but—”

De’Unnero stopped him with an upraised hand. “I understand how I must proceed, now that it is clear that Abbot Olin and I are to walk diverging roads.”

“The more you convince with promises, the easier it will be to destroy those who refuse,” Aydrian said.

De’Unnero smiled wryly and left the room, closing the door behind him.

Aydrian turned back to the table, to the large map of the world. He ran his hand from Ursal to Palmaris, then from Entel across the Mantis Arm, following the coast all the way to St.-Mere-Abelle, the most coveted prize of all, and the one he knew would prove the most difficult to attain.

“You see?” he asked.

Across the way, a drapery moved, and Sadye walked out into the open.

“Tell me,” Aydrian asked her, “what did you perceive of Duke Monmouth of Yorkey?”

“He fears you,” the woman replied, walking to stand beside Aydrian at the table. “And he hates you. Though neither emotion is as strong in him as in Duke Kalas.”

“And yet the fear within Kalas is so profound that it dooms him as my ally,” Aydrian remarked. “What of Bretherford?”

Sadye looked up at him, her gaze lingering on his young and strong and undeniably handsome features for a long while. “I do not know.”

“The southland must be secured before I do battle with Prince Midalis,” Aydrian explained to her. “That will be a process more of measuring the loyalty of the noblemen who service each region than of conquering the commoners.”

“King Danube was loved by the common folk, as was your mother.”

“The common folk care not at all who is their king,” Aydrian told her, and he looked away from the map, locking stares with her, and smiled. “If they are eating well, they love their king. If they are starving, they despise him. It is not so difficult a thing to understand.”

“And you will feed them well,” Sadye said.

Aydrian looked back at the map, running his hand from those areas already shaded red to those areas, all the rest of the world, he intended to overtake. “I will win with kindness and I will win with cruelty,” he said calmly, matter-of-factly.

The fact that they were standing almost directly above the dungeon staircase, beneath which rotted the body of Torrence Pemblebury, only strengthened that statement.

“Long live King Aydrian,” Sadye said quietly, and she gently touched his arm.

Aydrian didn’t look at her, knowing that his indifference at that moment only strengthened his growing hold over her, only heightened her growing hunger for him.

“What are you going to do?”

The question was simple and straightforward enough, but it echoed confusingly around the thoughts of Bishop Braumin Herde.

What are you going to do?

About the abbey? About the city? He was the appointed bishop, which meant that both were under his guidance. He knew in his heart that he could not welcome any change to the Abellican Church that included Marcalo De’Unnero. The man was a murderer. The man had brought nothing but chaos and misery with him whenever he had come through Palmaris. He had once been bishop here, and had executed one merchant horribly and publicly. As henchman to Father Abbot Markwart, he had imprisoned Elbryan and Jilseponie, Viscenti and Braumin, among others.

Braumin understood that he now had to keep these two tumultuous, shattering events in Ursal separate. On the secular level, Aydrian was now king of Honce-the-Bear, and whether that was a legitimate claim or not, the fact that he apparently had the armies of Ursal to back him up made it a claim that none could oppose without dire risk. On the spiritual level, the mere thought that Abbot Olin was in league with De’Unnero discredited the man wholly within the Abellican Church, the Church that had been moving steadily toward the vision of dear Avelyn Desbris, De’Unnero’s avowed enemy.

Slowly, Bishop Braumin turned to face the questioner, Brother Viscenti, his dear friend who had been through so much beside him, all the way back across the decades to their mutual discovery of the truth of Avelyn under the tutelage of dead Master Jojonah in the catacombs of St.-Mere-Abelle.

“St. Precious will not open her doors for them,” the bishop declared. “Never that. Let De’Unnero and his newfound henchmen knock those doors down, if they will. Have them burn me at the stake, if they will. But I’ll not surrender my principles to that man. I’ll not encourage his misguided view of the world.”

“Almost every brother here will stand firm with you,” Viscenti replied.

Braumin Herde wasn’t sure if that was welcome support or not, because he understood clearly what that might mean to his beloved companions. He almost said something to deny Viscenti’s words, but he bit the retort back, reminding himself that he, as a younger man, had been more than ready to die for his beliefs. He had stood beside Elbryan and Avelyn when that surely put him in line for the gallows. Could he ask those beneath him now to surrender their own principles and beliefs for the sake of their corporeal bodies?

“St. Precious will lock them out and keep them out!” Viscenti boldly declared.

“And if they overrun us, then our deaths will not be futile,” Braumin assured him. “The Abellican Church must make a principled stand against De’Unnero, whatever the cost, because to do otherwise would be to abandon everything we hold dear.”

“But what of the city?” Viscenti asked. “Can we demand as much from the common man? Should we bar the gate and man the walls and allow the folk of Palmaris to be slaughtered by this new king?”

That was the rub. How Braumin Herde wished at that moment that King Danube had never appointed him bishop of Palmaris!

“I think you should deny him entrance, or at least, deny his army entrance,” the surprising Viscenti remarked. “If this man who claims to be king wishes to parley, then allow him that, but in such a meeting, make it perfectly clear that Marcalo De’Unnero, curse his name, is not welcome here. Perhaps we can drive a wedge between them. Perhaps we can persuade Aydrian to speak more openly with his mother.”

“You ask me to take quite a risk,” said Braumin. “And if King Aydrian refuses to parley? If he demands the opening of the gate? Do we face war with Ursal, brother?”

Brother Viscenti leaned back and pondered the possibilities for a long while. “I would expect that the people of Palmaris, given the truth of their choices, would fight Aydrian to a man and a woman,” he replied. “These are the folk who witnessed the Miracle of Avelyn. These are the Behrenese welcomed as part of Palmaris when no one else would have them—forget not, for they certainly have not forgotten, that De’Unnero and his Brothers Repentant persecuted them most horribly in the days of the plague! These are the folk who saw the folly of Markwart and De’Unnero, who saw the beauty of Elbryan and Jilseponie, and of Bishop Braumin Herde. If you would so readily die for your principles, my friend, should not they be given the same opportunity?”

Bishop Braumin chuckled at the strange irony of that implication, that it was his duty to allow his flock to be slaughtered.

He strode across the room and hugged his dear friend, patting him hard on the back. Yes, Braumin Herde was quite grateful to Brother Viscenti at that moment, for the man had indeed helped him sort through the swirl that was in his mind.

“Jilseponie has gone to Roger,” Viscenti remarked. “Watch the fire of Roger Lockless when he learns of the events in Ursal. He will rally Palmaris, if you will not!”

Braumin pushed Viscenti back to arm’s length. “Or both of us, or the three of us, will rally all the region as never before!” he said with a determined smile.

Just beneath that determined smile, that shared pat on the back, though, lay the realization that the coming darkness might be the greatest threat ever to face the city of Palmaris. For always before, when the hordes of the demon dactyl threatened or the foul stench of Father Abbot Markwart pervaded the air, Palmaris had had an ally in the greater city of Ursal.

This time, though …


Chapter 2
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Warnings on the Winds

THE FEEL OF THE BREEZE ON THEIR FACES CAME AS WELCOME RELIEF TO THE TWO elves who had spent weeks wandering the dark ways of the Path of Starless Night. This journey had taken much longer than their original trek under the mountains, when they had been heading to the south, for Belli’mar Juraviel and Cazzira of Tymwyvenne were determined properly to mark those paths leading through the Belt-and-Buckle, leading from Tymwyvenne to To-gai, the land they hoped now to be securely the province of Brynn Dharielle. For while Juraviel had left the ranger in the southland, he had not done so with a light heart, and he was determined to keep track of her progress in freeing the To-gai-ru from the conquering Behrenese.

Despite that burning curiosity and his deep feelings for Brynn, Belli’mar Juraviel hadn’t regretted his decision to turn back to the north. His responsibility was, first and foremost, to his people, the Touel’alfar, and to his home, Andur’Blough Inninness. Lady Dasslerond had sent Brynn to the south to free To-gai because she had thought the To-gai-ru more sympathetic to her people than the Behrenese, and because she feared that the stain of the demon dactyl, the rot that had begun to infect precious Andur’Blough Inninness, might force the Touel’alfar on that southern road in the near future.

That need seemed much lessened to Belli’mar Juraviel now that he had come to know Cazzira so intimately, however. Not because the stain of the demon dactyl was any less dangerous to his precious homeland, but because he had found the race of the Doc’alfar, the lost cousins of the Touel’alfar. And as his relationship with Cazzira had grown, Juraviel had come to understand and believe that the elves of Corona would indeed reunite into one community.

The two races were different, physically. Though both were about four feet in height, and lithe of build, the Touel’alfar were possessed of translucent wings. And while the Doc’alfar had dark hair and very light skin, the result of living in their dark and foggy homeland bogs, the Touel’alfar had colors more reflective of the daylight, bright hair and light eyes and skin glowing with the warmth of the golden sun.

But now, over the months, Belli’mar Juraviel had come to look deeper into Cazzira, beyond their physical differences, and had come to see a soul that was very much akin to any of the Touel’alfar. They were one people, of one heart, and with mostly superficial physical differences that would fade over time as their communities rejoined.

That was Belli’mar Juraviel’s hope, at least, and his plan. And so he had come back through the mountains, to the northern slopes near to the Doc’alfar land of Tymwyvenne, with Cazzira by his side, and with a third elf, not yet born, growing within Cazzira’s womb.

“This is not the same tunnel that we entered with Brynn those years ago,” Juraviel remarked, squinting as he surveyed the region, his eyes unaccustomed to the light—even though it was late afternoon and the sun was already beginning to set.

“But we are near,” Cazzira assured him, and she pointed to the northwest, to a distinctive mountain peak that looked somewhat like the wrinkled face of an old man. “Close enough, perhaps, so that the scouts of Tymwyvenne are looking upon us, their deadly weapons readied to strike at you should you make any untoward movement against me,” she added, flashing Juraviel that mischievous grin of hers.

“Let them attack, then!” Juraviel cried dramatically, and he flung himself against Cazzira, crushing her in his loving hug, the both of them laughing. He pushed his lover back to arm’s length, his golden eyes locking with hers, which were no less distinctive and startling, the lightest shade of blue that contrasted so starkly with her raven locks. How deeply did Belli’mar Juraviel love this Doc’alfar! And in looking at her, every time he looked at her, he knew that Lady Dasslerond would come to see the beauty of it all, and the benefit of rejoining their long-lost cousins.

Sometime later, with the moon Sheila shining brightly overhead, the two elves moved along the lower slopes of the foothills, Cazzira leading in a generally westerly direction. They would not make Tymwyvenne that night, she had explained to Juraviel, but she was fairly certain that they would see the magnificent woodwork of the elven city’s great gates early on their second day of travel.

They set camp in a clearing up above the bogland and skeletal trees that marked the region of Tymwyvenne, taking little care to conceal their campfire. For they were in the realm of the Doc’alfar now, secure from any intruders save Cazzira’s own people.

The night was quiet about them, with only a gentle breeze blowing. A bit of a chill carried in on that breeze, but it was nothing their generous fire couldn’t defeat.

“You will press King Eltiraaz to send us off immediately to your people?” Cazzira asked as the two lay side by side, staring up at the moon and the stars.

“Better that you and I make the first journey to Caer’alfar,” Juraviel explained. “Lady Dasslerond will be no more trusting of your people than your King Eltiraaz was of me when first I ventured onto your lands. It is my Lady’s duty to move with caution concerning the welfare of her people, and I would expect no less of her.” He rolled to his side so that he was facing Cazzira directly, looking into her light blue eyes, which had so captured his heart. “But you will melt her caution,” he said quietly. “Together you and I will forge the bond anew between our peoples, to the gain of Touel’alfar and Doc’alfar alike.”

“To the gain of Tylwyn Doc and Tylwyn Tou alike, you mean,” Cazzira teased, using the Doc’alfar names of the respective races, and pointedly and playfully putting her own people first. She moved her hand onto Juraviel’s shoulder as she spoke, and he suddenly grabbed her wrist and pulled her arm back, pinning it.

“Touel’alfar and Doc’alfar!” he demanded.

“And if I refuse?” Cazzira countered.

“Then I shall have my way with you!” Juraviel replied. “Unless of course, the wondrous sentries of the Doc’alfar are about, ready to spring to your defense!”

Cazzira laughed. “The same wondrous sentries who managed to capture Belli’mar Juraviel on his first pass through their land, and with ease!”

“Aha!” Juraviel said dramatically, pointing one finger into the air. “But how do you know that was not my plan all along? To get captured so that I could steal from your people.”

“Steal?”

“Your heart, at least.”

“My heart?” Cazzira echoed incredulously. “Could you be so foolish as to believe that I have any romantic feelings toward you, Belli’mar Juraviel?”

With great dramatic flourish, Juraviel rolled away from Cazzira, clutching his heart as he went. “Ah, but you have shot an arrow into my heart!” he cried. “Mortally wounding—”

“I had thought to do the same,” came a third voice, startling both from their play. Juraviel increased his roll and twisted about, coming swiftly to his feet, while Cazzira propped herself up on her elbows.

Both relaxed when they saw a familiar figure enter the firelight, that of Lozan Duk, who had accompanied Cazzira on the initial capture of Juraviel and Brynn Dharielle. He looked much like Cazzira, except that he was a bit broader in the shoulders and his eyes were dark, not light. The Doc’alfar scout spent a long moment studying the pair, his expression curious and obviously amused.

“Your journey to the southland was successful, I presume,” he said. “Has the ranger Brynn unified the To-gai-ru tribes as securely as Juraviel and Cazzira have unified themselves, I wonder?”

Cazzira scrambled to her feet and rushed across the clearing to wrap her dear old friend in a great hug. Juraviel followed her over, taking Lozan Duk’s offered hand in warm embrace.

“You have been gone too long,” Lozan Duk said to Cazzira. “Our land has seemed empty without you. We have found so much less fun in hunting intruders.” As he finished, he turned his smile and his gaze over Juraviel.

“Too long, indeed,” Cazzira agreed. “I cannot wait to look upon Tymwyvenne again!”

“But you mean to stay only a short while,” Lozan Duk prompted, glancing from Cazzira to Juraviel and back again.

“And how long were you spying upon us?” Cazzira asked.

Lozan Duk laughed aloud. “When first I came upon you, and recognized that Cazzira and Juraviel had returned, I wanted to rush right in and welcome you, both of you,” he explained. “But then it seemed as if I was intruding on a personal time, and so I started away, prepared to return in the morning.”

“And then you heard my mention of returning home, with Cazzira,” reasoned Juraviel.

Lozan Duk looked at him earnestly and nodded. “You speak of momentous things, Belli’mar Juraviel of the Tylwyn Tou.”

“I hope for momentous gain, for my people and for yours,” Juraviel replied.

Lozan Duk really didn’t have a response for that, so he just paused for a bit to consider his dearest of friends, returned to his side. For many years, he and Cazzira had been hunting partners, and partners in just about everything else. There had never been anything romantic between them, so there was no jealousy in his eyes as he considered her now, just gratitude that she had returned.

That expression of gratitude fast shifted to a look of curiosity, though. “There is something …” the elf started to say.

Cazzira’s smile gradually widened, until the whole of her delicate and beautiful face was beaming in the moonlight.

Lozan Duk’s jaw dropped open and his eyes followed Cazzira’s gaze down to her slightly swollen belly. “You are …?”

“I am,” Cazzira replied. “It will be the first child born in Tymwyvenne in a quarter of a century, unless other births occurred during my absence.”

“No others.”

“And it will be the first child born of Tylwyn Doc and Tylwyn Tou parentage in …” She paused and looked over at Juraviel.

“In more than the longest memory of the eldest elves,” he answered.

“But what does it mean?” Lozan Duk asked, a simple question that held so many layers of intrigue for all of them. Was this child to signify a union of the peoples, a reunification of sorts? Or was it to become a bastard child of both races, accepted by neither?

“It will mean what we make it to mean,” Cazzira said determinedly. “The child is a product of love, true and honest love between Tylwyn Doc and Tylwyn Tou. Let there be no doubt of that.”

Lozan Duk shook his head slowly as he considered his surprising friend, and gradually his gaze shifted over to Belli’mar Juraviel, this surprising visitor to his land.

“What says Lozan Duk concerning the child?” Juraviel asked bluntly, not sure how to read that expression.

The other elf took a long moment to consider the question, to digest all of this startling news. “If you make Cazzira happy, then you make Lozan Duk happy, Belli’mar Juraviel,” he said at length. “She is my friend—as true a friend as I have ever known—and I stand beside her in all of her choices. She has chosen Belli’mar Juraviel as her companion in love, and has chosen Belli’mar Juraviel as the father of her child. That is all that I need to know about the truth of Belli’mar Juraviel’s heart.” He looked down at Cazzira’s belly and smiled warmly. “Any child of Cazzira will be a beautiful creature.”

“As will any child of Belli’mar Juraviel,” Cazzira added.

“Then the child is doubly blessed,” said Lozan Duk, and he held out his arms, and Cazzira fell into a welcome hug.

From the side, Belli’mar Juraviel nodded hopefully.

Lozan Duk led the pair away soon after, moving quickly along the trails leading toward Tymwyvenne. They met other Doc’alfar along the way, and all greeted Cazzira and Juraviel with open arms.

As did King Eltiraaz when at last the companions came before his gleaming wooden throne in the great hall of Tymwyvenne. He rushed down from his royal seat to embrace Cazzira, and welcomed Juraviel back with a warm handshake.

“So much we have to share,” he said, returning to his throne. “I wish to hear every step of your journey to the south, and hope that all went well, and is well, with Brynn Dharielle, this extraordinary human that has made the Tylwyn Doc reconsider our actions against human intruders within our borders. You will be pleased to learn, Belli’mar Juraviel, that not another human has been given to the bog since you and your companion passed through.”

Juraviel was indeed thrilled to hear that news. When first he and Brynn had encountered the Doc’alfar, it was behind an army of zombies they had created from human intruders, giving the people to the bog in a ritual that put them into an undead state.

“The humans are not without merit,” Juraviel replied.

King Eltiraaz nodded, his thorny crown bobbing. “But they are a volatile race,” he said. “They lack the stability of the Tylwyn folk. Even now, my scouts are out to the east, where momentous changes have come over the kingdom of the humans.” He gave a great sigh. “I do not pretend to understand them and their frenzy, but perhaps we will learn.

“But enough of that,” King Eltiraaz went on. “Your tale will be a long one, I trust, since you’ve walked a road for years. Begin at the beginning, if you will!”

Cazzira was smiling, and even started to speak, but when she turned to regard Juraviel, and when King Eltiraaz likewise looked at the Touel’alfar, they saw he wore a troubled expression.

“What is it?” the Doc’alfar king prompted.

“What changes in the east?” Juraviel asked.

King Eltiraaz and all the Doc’alfar looked at him curiously, as if they did not understand why that could possibly matter. “The human kingdom shifts often,” Eltiraaz said. “I doubt—”

“Please, tell me what you have learned,” Juraviel pressed, for a nagging feeling of dread filled him, and a sudden great fear for his friend Jilseponie. “Is not Danube Brock Ursal the king of Honce-the-Bear?”

“He is dead, from what we have learned, though you must understand that even my scouts most knowledgeable of the ways of the humans do not understand the subtleties of their language.”

Juraviel held the elf king’s stare and fought hard to keep his breathing steady. Something within was telling him that those friends he had left behind were somehow involved, and probably not for the good.

“King Danube is dead,” Eltiraaz went on, “and his wife, Queen Jilseponie—”

“Jilseponie? Queen?” Juraviel blurted. It made sense to him, of course, for before he had left Andur’Blough Inninness with Brynn, the Touel’alfar had heard rumors that Danube had been courting Jilseponie every summer.

“Yes, her name was Jilseponie,” King Eltiraaz explained.

“Was? Is she not still the queen?” The panic was evident in Juraviel’s tone.

“Upon Danube’s death, she left the great human city,” King Eltiraaz told him. “From what we have learned, she is not in the favor of the new king.”

“Who is this king?”

“Aydrian,” Eltiraaz replied, and Juraviel sucked in his breath.

“Yes, and apparently he is a new addition to the royal line,” King Eltiraaz explained. “He is not of the blood of Ursal, but of that of Wyndon.”

Belli’mar Juraviel felt as if the whole world was sliding away from him at that awful moment, felt as if he was receding into some surreal dimension. Aydrian was king? He knew in his heart that Dasslerond had never planned such a thing, and that if this really was the Aydrian he had known in Andur’Blough Inninness, the child of Elbryan and Jilseponie, then something had gone terribly wrong.

“You know of him?” Cazzira stated as much as asked.

Juraviel hardly heard her. “I beg of you, King Eltiraaz, learn more of these events, for they hold great consequence, I fear, for my people.”

“How so?”

“If this Aydrian is who I believe, then my people are either more intimately tied to the humans than ever before, or they are in more danger from the humans than ever before,” Juraviel honestly replied. “I must learn more of this new human king, and quickly.”

Cazzira put her hand on his arm, and when he glanced at her, he realized that the desperation must have sounded clearly in his voice. He looked at her helplessly for a moment, then turned back to the Doc’alfar king. “And I fear that my time here is short,” he went on. “I must be away, as soon as is possible, to my people.” He looked back at Cazzira, who nodded. “I pray you allow Cazzira to accompany me, and perhaps others of your court.”

King Eltiraaz wore a curious expression. “I thought that we had long ago agreed on a decidedly more gentle approach to heal the ancient breach between our peoples. Such a meeting cannot be forced, we agreed.”

“If Aydrian is king of the humans, then I fear for my people,” Juraviel admitted. “And I ask King Eltiraaz to aid us in this, what may be our time of need.”

“And so doing, endanger his own people?” the Doc’alfar king asked without hesitation, his tone growing more grave.

Juraviel conceded the point with a nod. “I must go,” he said. “And I pray you do not hinder me.”

“Then you must tell me more of this Aydrian,” King Eltiraaz insisted.

Juraviel considered the question for just a moment; he could not deny that it was a reasonable request.

“I will tell you all that I know, of Aydrian and his parents,” he agreed.

“And of your fears,” the Doc’alfar king added, and Juraviel nodded.

“And we will tell you of our travels to the south, through the Path of Starless Night, through the lair of the dragon, Agradeleous, and across the wild grasslands south of the mountains,” Cazzira put in. She looked at Juraviel, whose expression showed less patience with that prospect. But then Cazzira added, “And we will tell you of other developments that may sway your decision concerning Belli’mar Juraviel’s journey home, and what role I, and others of our people, might play in that journey.”

Juraviel understood her reasoning then, and he knew it was sound. Cazzira was going to leverage their love and their coming child, to try to force her king’s hand in opening up the dialogue between Touel’alfar and Doc’alfar.

“Yes,” Juraviel agreed. “We have much to share with you. And I beg of you to send your scouts out wider while we speak, to learn all that they can learn of King Aydrian and the affairs of the humans.”

“Which humans, Belli’mar Juraviel?” King Eltiraaz asked. “Those to the east, or those to the south?”

Juraviel, who had considered himself out of the tales of Brynn Dharielle, took a long moment to ponder that question, for he realized that if the Aydrian he knew was indeed the new king of Honce-the-Bear, the implications might prove far-reaching indeed. “Perhaps both,” he replied. “But for now, let us learn of the dramatic changes within the kingdom to the east.”


Chapter 3
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Amidst the Fires

HE NEVER MADE IT BACK TO THE MOUNTAINS OF FIRE AND THE WALK OF CLOUDS, his beloved home, the monastery of the mystical Jhesta Tu. Pagonel, weary and battered and feeling every bit the four decades of life he had known, had left the northern city of Dharyan-Dharielle in the spring, intending to return to the monastery in the distant southland. He had much to report, after all, given the momentous events that had literally reshaped the region of Behren and To-gai. The Jhesta Tu had a friend now in Brynn, who led the To-gai-ru, and with the often antagonistic Behrenese in disarray, the Walk of Clouds seemed poised to prosper and grow in peace.

But it was precisely that disarray in Behren that quickly turned Pagonel’s path. In the reclaimed Behrenese city of Pruda, before he had even reached the halfway point of his journey home, Pagonel had heard rumors of war. All the southern coast of Behren had erupted in battle, with Yatols Peridan and De Hamman resuming their old feud now that the overseeing power of the Chezru Chieftain was no more. That news alone was troubling enough to Pagonel, though certainly not unexpected. But the second rumors of mounting conflict sounded even more ominous.

Apparently, the Yatol of Avrou Eesa, a most unpleasant imperialist named Tohen Bardoh, was gathering strength. At the truce between To-gai and Behren—between Brynn and Yatol Mado Wadon, who spoke for the great Behrenese city of Jacintha—Yatol Bardoh had led the prime opposition. Bardoh had left the field outside of Dharyan-Dharielle a bitter man, and one whom all the parties involved in the truce agreed might prove to be troublesome.

Rumors now seemed to support that very speculation. If Bardoh was indeed gathering a great army, then likely they would soon be fighting for the city of Jacintha, for the heart of Behren itself, and the fate of the Jhesta Tu and of Brynn and her To-gai-ru kinsmen was surely involved. Yatol Mado Wadon, the logical successor to the dead Chezru Chieftain as Yatol of Jacintha, might soon be challenged, forcefully so, by Yatol Tohen Bardoh.

Bardoh hated the Jhesta Tu, and more than anything in the entire world, Yatol Bardoh hated Brynn Dharielle, known as the Dragon of To-gai. In her journey to free To-gai, she had conquered his city of Avrou Eesa, and had made the man look like a fool in the process, not once, but twice. Pagonel had no doubt that if Bardoh won the struggle and seized control of Jacintha, his friend in Dharyan-Dharielle would soon find herself once more at war—and this time with an enemy far more determined to see her end.

Pagonel owed it to Brynn to learn more about these troubling reports, and to determine if she and her legions should join in the fighting before the issue of Jacintha was decided. She had made something of a pact with Yatol Mado Wadon, after all, forcing him to agree to her keeping Dharyan as her own by using the threat of Bardoh against him. If she had not held the city, then Bardoh would surely have taken it, thereby strengthening his already considerable position among the remaining Behrenese leadership. Better for Yatol Wadon that she kept the city, she had reasoned effectively to the man, and when she had symbolically named the conquered and held city Dharyan-Dharielle, adding her To-gai-ru name to its previous Behrenese name, she had done so with the intent that this city would serve as a bridge between the two peoples.

If in control of Behren, Yatol Bardoh would only cross that bridge with a conquering army at his back.

The Jhesta Tu mystic, wearing his traditional red-and-orange robes, drew quite a few stares as he crossed through the Dahdah Oasis to the west of Jacintha. In the centuries of the reign of the Yatols, few Jhesta Tu walked the lands of Behren, but now Pagonel wore his robes openly so that he could gauge the reaction and thus, the significance of the recent changes.

There were no soldiers in the oasis this day, which surprised the mystic, given that much of the army was in the process of returning from the battle-scarred areas to the west. He had wondered if he would encounter the majority of the Jacintha garrison here, a logical stopping place on the road back to the east.

All that he found were merchants, though, their caravans clustered in various sections about the watering pond.

“A fair day to you,” Pagonel greeted one man, a farrier, as he worked on the infected foot of a hobbled horse.

The man looked up at him, his jaw dropping open despite his obvious attempts to remain calm and controlled.

“Ah, be you de man who made de peace?” the farrier answered in his heavily accented voice, a dialect that Pagonel knew to be from the Cosinnida region of southeastern Behren.

“I am a man dedicated to peace, yes,” Pagonel answered, dipping a slight bow.

“Den you be in de bad place now!” the farrier replied with a toothy grin and a burst of laughter.

Pagonel looked around at the many caravans, at the quiet, slightly rippling pond. “I see no armies drawing their lines of battle.”

“Not yet, but soon,” the farrier explained. “That Yatol Bardoh, he be very very angry. We see many soldiers returning to Jacintha, but many more do not. Or when they do, it will be in line with Yatol Bardoh, we hear, to take de place from Yatol Mado Wadon. It be very very bad, I tell you.”

Pagonel was more than a bit surprised that the man was being so forthcoming with him. Obviously, Behren was in flux here, an uncertain time where information gained and given would be crucial to the well-being of all. As he stood there with the farrier, others drew closer, listening with more than a passing interest.

“We be going to this new city,” the farrier said, and Pagonel noticed a few other merchants nodding.

“Dharyan-Dharielle,” the mystic said.

“You know de place, yes?”

“I do, and can promise you all that the woman sitting as governess there will welcome you with open arms,” Pagonel told them with complete confidence. “It is the desire of Brynn Dharielle that her city serve as a bridge between the Behrenese and the To-gai-ru, and that it remain an open city, exchanging goods and exchanging ideas. You will find your journey well worth your time, I assure you.”

That brought a lot of hopeful nods from the men and women, all of whom were so obviously on edge from the mounting tension within Behren.

“You break de bread with me this night,” the farrier said.

“And with me!” a merchant chimed in.

“And me!” said another, and so on down the line.

Pagonel readily agreed, knowing that the insights he gathered from these nomadic merchants would likely provide a greater understanding of the true goings-on within Behren than anything the leading Yatols might tell him.

“The events in Behren are of great importance to the new king of Honce-the-Bear,” Master Mackaront of St. Bondabruce, the longtime emissary of Abbot Olin to the Chezru Chieftain, told the new leader of the Yatols within Jacintha.

“I would think that your new King Aydrian has problems of his own,” Yatol Mado Wadon replied with obvious skepticism.

Mackaront spent a long while studying the man, his posture, and his movements. Mado Wadon was an old man, older than Mackaront’s fifty years, and the very foundation of Wadon’s world, the religion and spirituality that had guided his entire life, had just been stripped out from under him. He was frightened, obviously, and likely doubting the decision that had led him to dispose of Chezru Chieftain Yakim Douan. The pressure was growing on him, clearly, as more and more reports of the gathering strength of Yatol Tohen Bardoh filtered into Chom Deiru, the Yatol palace in Jacintha. Mackaront understood his fears to be justified, given the many territorial disputes that had erupted throughout the fracturing kingdom, particularly those just to the south, where Yatol Peridan seemed to be taking advantage of the fact that many of his neighbor’s soldiers had been pressed into service during the war in the west against the To-gai-ru and had not yet returned.

“You must understand that our new King Aydrian was guided on his ascent by none other than my master, Abbot Olin,” Mackaront said, a statement that he had offered several times already during this important meeting.

“Olin, who befriended Chezru Douan,” Mado Wadon remarked.

“Abbot Olin, who loves Behren,” Mackaront was quick to correct. “My master befriended Chezru Douan because Chezru Douan spoke for Behren. He holds no anger over the events that led to his friend’s downfall, though he is certainly saddened by news of Douan’s death.”

“A most pragmatic man.” There was no mistaking the sarcasm in Yatol Wadon’s voice.

“As he was saddened in learning that the Yatols chose not to look more deeply into this joining of beliefs, Abellican and Chezru, that seemed exemplified by the actions of Yakim Douan,” Mackaront said, and Mado Wadon’s eyes popped open wide.

“Douan was a fraud, and a murderer!” the Yatol cried. “He used the evil gemstone to steal the bodies from unborn children, claiming them as his own in his pursuit of physical immortality! Do not for one moment try to justify such a heinous act as that!”

“I do not,” Mackaront said, shaking his head slowly throughout Wadon’s tirade. “But do not deny that the discovery of Yakim Douan’s actions have shaken your religion to its very foundations. Perhaps it is time to explore the possibilities of a middle ground here, between—”

“No.”

The denial was not unexpected to Mackaront, and he realized that he might be pushing a bit too fast and too hard here. It was not really his place, at this time, to lay the groundwork for Abbot Olin’s ascent to the leadership of Jacintha, but rather, to measure the level of desperation within Yatol Mado Wadon and use that desperation to pave the way for the first forays into Behren.

“Perhaps that is a discussion for you and my master on another day,” Mackaront said.

“Doubtful,” came the reply, the tone uncompromising.

Master Mackaront, no novice to the inevitably narrowed viewpoint of long-term clergy, accepted the response with a nod.

“Aside from that, my master is well aware that you are in dire need here,” Mackaront said. “He is a friend of Jacintha, first and foremost, and as such, a friend and ally to Yatol Mado Wadon.”

The man held fast his skeptical expression, but Mackaront could see the cracks growing in that façade—cracks wrought of desperation, he knew.

“Abbot Olin is not without resources at this time.”

“I would think that King Aydrian would need all of those resources and more, usurping a kingdom as mighty as Honce-the-Bear,” said the suspicious Yatol Wadon.

“A nearly bloodless ascent, and one that has only added to Aydrian’s considerable strength, I assure you,” Mackaront explained. “Entel is secure—more secure than you can imagine—and Abbot Olin’s position in the Abellican Church has never shone more brightly. We have resources to spare, and we offer them to you in this, your time of need.”

“In exchange for?”

“As a gesture of friendship. The troubles of the Chezru religion are a great source of concern for Abbot Olin, who has always understood that the Abellican and Chezru churches were not as opposed as many believe. Abbot Olin, who loves Jacintha as he loves Entel, desires stability in Behren, for only in the calm of order might the greater questions concerning the dramatic events within Chezru be properly explored.”

“And your master believes that he should have a voice in such discussions?”

“He would be grateful if you and your fellow Yatols included him, of course,” said Mackaront. “Abbot Olin is a man of philosophy and education. He is no ideologue locked into a particular focus so strongly that he believes there is nothing left to learn. Inquisition and exploration lead to the truth, though it is a road that may continue for centuries to come.”

“Fine words,” Yatol Wadon said, with a hint of sarcasm holding in his tone. “But words for another day. Tell me what you offer.”

“Yatols Peridan and De Hamman will continue to play out their fighting—there is little we can do to stop that,” Mackaront explained, and Yatol Wadon predictably scowled at the words. It was important to him, after all, to calm the side battles so that Yatols like the two warlords to the south of Jacintha could aid him in his more important cause.

“What we will do is keep the fighting balanced, allowing neither to gain a major advantage,” Mackaront went on. “Trust me in this. Events have already been put into motion to secure that end.”

“You presume much,” Yatol Wadon replied, an edge of unmistakable anger creeping into his voice.

“We understand much,” Mackaront corrected, not backing down. “The best scenario for you and for Jacintha is to keep all of the other regions away from your expected personal struggle with Yatol Bardoh.”

Wadon’s expression showed that he had been thinking in exactly the opposite direction.

“You alone defeat Bardoh and secure Jacintha, and your position will not be questioned by any of the others,” Mackaront explained. “And you will defeat Yatol Bardoh, and soundly, because my master is your friend.”

He ended with a grinning expression, locking stares with Yatol Wadon. He could see that Wadon wanted to deny his claim, desperately so.

But he could not.

Mackaront recognized clearly that Mado Wadon was not pleased by his announced plans for Peridan and De Hamman, and that the Jacintha leader understood exactly what was going on here. Abbot Olin was forcing his hand and his allegiance. And yet, whatever he thought of that, there was nothing that he could do about it.

That last line, because my master is your friend, was not so veiled a threat. If Mackaront’s master was not Wadon’s friend, the implication seemed clear enough that Abbot Olin would quickly become Yatol Bardoh’s friend.

Master Mackaront excused himself then, ending with a polite and respectful bow. He didn’t want to press his advantage too strongly, after all.

The ten thousand Bearmen soldiers crossing the eastern stretches of the Belt-and-Buckle, the tremendous fleet of pirate ships leveling the conflict between Peridan and De Hamman, and the fleet of Honce-the-Bear warships even then assembling in Entel harbor, preparing to deliver soldiers of Aydrian’s army to Jacintha, would do that all on their own.

And then Abbot Olin would arrive, the friend of victorious and indebted Yatol Mado Wadon.


Chapter 4
 [image: ]

The End of the World As They Knew It

“Saudi Jacintha, THE SHIP OF CAPTAIN AL’U’MET, SAILED OUT OF PALMARIS,” DUKE Bretherford informed his guests on River Palace, the royal ship of the Honce-the-Bear fleet. “We have reason to believe that one of the masters of St. Precious, likely Marlboro Viscenti, was aboard.”

“Heading for St.-Mere-Abelle,” Duke Kalas reasoned, looking to Aydrian.

The young king nodded and grinned. “My mother reached them. She set them all in a frenzy, I would guess.”

“We can assume that word has reached Fio Bou-raiy, then,” Marcalo De’Unnero put in. “St.-Mere-Abelle will lock down her gates.”

“Good,” Aydrian replied. “Put them in their hole. They will be easier to catch that way.”

“Spoken like one who has not witnessed the power that is St.-Mere-Abelle,” the former monk sharply warned, and all about the table, eyebrows arched at De’Unnero’s surprisingly blunt rebuttal of the king.

But Aydrian merely grinned all the wider. “Still you doubt and fear,” he said to the fiery De’Unnero. “When will you come to trust me?”

There were far too many tangential implications reaching out from that question for De’Unnero to begin to answer.

Across the table, Duke Bretherford cleared his throat.

Aydrian turned a wry grin the smallish man’s way. “Speak freely here,” the young king instructed, though he knew that Bretherford would do no such thing—knew that if Bretherford revealed his honest feelings about all of this, then Aydrian would probably be forced to kill him on the spot. Duke Bretherford had been a dear friend of King Danube’s, and of the whole Ursal line. It was he who had first taken Prince Midalis to Vanguard, those decades before, when Midalis and Danube’s father was the king of Honce-the-Bear.

Duke Bretherford glanced over at Kalas briefly, and Aydrian did well to hide his amusement at the exchange between the two. He held Kalas firmly, he knew, and Kalas had convinced many of the other dukes to swear fealty to this new king. As far as Kalas was concerned, Aydrian was the best choice for Honce-the-Bear, particularly in restoring the kingdom to what it had been before all the trouble with the demon dactyl. His nostalgic view of a blissful kingdom those decades ago had been generally well received by some of the dukes.

Others, like Bretherford—arguably the second most powerful duke in the kingdom, for he most controlled the great Ursal fleet—had come to Aydrian’s court with considerably less enthusiasm.

“You do seem willing to allow your enemies to gather their strength,” Bretherford remarked. “You say that this is because you are confident of victory, but is such a strategy not inevitably to cost more men their lives and to make this conflict, if a war it must be, even more bloody?”

Aydrian was acutely aware of the others in the room sucking in their collective breath at that remark—certainly an inappropriate remark for any nobleman to make of his king. This was a test, Aydrian knew, to take his measure not only to Duke Bretherford, but to some of the other noblemen as well. He took his time, pondering the question and his answer as the seconds slipped by—and that was not anything that the impulsive and cocky Aydrian Boudabras was known to do!

“My mother will prove to be more a hindrance to our enemies than a useful ally,” he began, and he looked all around as he spoke, even at De’Unnero. “As for the Abellican monks … well, better that they know of the events in Ursal. No doubt they have heard a skewed version of the truth, but better that to measure their loyalty to the throne. Let them stand on one side or the other now, and be done with it.” The young king didn’t miss the slight grin that escaped De’Unnero at his words, nor the satisfaction splayed on the face of Duke Kalas, who hated the Church above all else and who would surely welcome an assault against St.-Mere-Abelle, whatever its reputation.

“A skewed version?” Duke Bretherford dared to ask, and De’Unnero started to argue, and Kalas started to berate the man.

But Aydrian called for calm. “This is all yet unfolding,” he told them. “We have much to learn of these folk before we label them as friend or enemy. For now, let us continue our glorious march to Palmaris. The disposition of that city will go far in telling us what we might expect as the word of my ascension spreads throughout the kingdom.”

He dismissed them all, then, explaining that he was tired, and he went to his private quarters and lay down on his bed. And there, his physical form rested, but his mind wandered.

Aided by the powerful soul stone, Aydrian slipped out of his corporeal form and glided unseen across the deck of River Palace, to the taffrail, where Kalas and Bretherford were conversing.

“Are you so quick to dismiss Prince Midalis?” the smaller Bretherford asked. “To forsake the line of Ursal, that has served Honce-the-Bear for so many years?”

“I have seen the truth of our young king,” Kalas calmly replied. “With all of my heart, I believe that he is the proper ruler of Honce-the-Bear.”

“Despite your feelings about his parents?”

Duke Kalas shrugged. “Jilseponie has her strengths, and great weaknesses. The strengths are what she passed along to Aydrian. And were you not ever more a friend to Jilseponie than I?”

“I pitied the woman,” Bretherford replied. “My loyalties were ever with King Danube, as I thought were yours.”

Aydrian watched with great interest as Duke Kalas straightened and squared his shoulders.

“I blame Jilseponie for the downfall of King Danube,” he said.

“And you embrace her son?”

“There is irony in that,” Kalas admitted. “But no inconsistency. The blood of Jilseponie gives Aydrian claim to the throne, but—”

“Above Prince Midalis?” Duke Bretherford interrupted.

Kalas stared at him hard. “You should take care your words, my friend. Aydrian is king of Honce-the-Bear, and he holds the power of Ursal behind him. I pray that Prince Midalis comes to understand and accept this.”

“And Prince Torrence, as well?” Bretherford asked, and it was obvious that the man wasn’t really buying deeply into any of this.

Aydrian caught Kalas’ slight wince at the mention of Torrence Pemblebury, but he was certain that Duke Bretherford did not notice.

“We will see,” Kalas replied. “Aydrian is king. He has the Allhearts and the garrison of Ursal behind him, as well as the army that followed him and understood the truth of his ascension before he even rose to the position. He will secure the kingdom, through negotiation or through war, and he will reshape the Abellican Church—”

“That hope is what binds you to him, I’d guess,” Bretherford interrupted. He turned out over the taffrail and spat into the water. “Are you hoping for a war to bring about a change in the Church to fit the visions of the crazy Marcalo De’Unnero?” he asked incredulously. “Or is it just the thought of a war within the Abellican Church that has you thrilled? Is that it, my old friend? Maybe King Aydrian will weaken the monks and push their Church to the fringes of the kingdom. Is that what you’re wanting?”

Kalas leaned on the rail and did not bother to respond.

Aydrian was smiling when he returned to his waiting body.

The one-armed Father Abbot of the Abellican Church sat perfectly straight in his chair. His gray hair, as always, was neatly trimmed and perfectly styled; not a strand seemed out of place on him—physically. But none around Fio Bou-raiy, not the visiting Abbot Glendenhook of St. Gwendolyn, not Machuso or any of the other masters at St.-Mere-Abelle, and not Viscenti, who had brought the news from St. Precious, had ever seen the man so obviously shaken.

They were in the newly remodeled audience hall of the great abbey, on the eastern edge of the complex, overlooking the All Saints Bay. This large room, a hundred feet square, had been three separate halls, one on top of the other. But Father Abbot Bou-raiy, with visions of expanding the Church during the time when one of its sovereign sisters had sat on the secular throne as queen, had desired something grander for the abbey, a place where he could entertain noblemen and perhaps even King Danube himself. So the ceilings and floors had been removed, leaving one huge hall that soared to nearly sixty feet, with a balcony running the length of the wall opposite Bou-raiy’s grand throne, and all the way down the left-hand wall as well. The floor, a black-and-white patchwork of large marble tiles, was actually below ground level and was accessed by a single anteroom, the great double doors opening from the west, to the left of Bou-raiy’s throne, and directly across from the most imposing design in the entire place: a huge and circular stained-glass window, set in the eastern wall above the wide staircase that ascended the thirty feet to the balcony. Filled with glass of rose and purple, blue and amber, the design on the window depicted the mummified arm of Avelyn Desbris, rising from the flattened top of ruined Mount Aida. A one-armed priest—obviously Bou-raiy—his brown robe tied off at one shoulder, knelt before the sacred place, bending low to kiss the bloody hand.

When he had first entered the room, Viscenti’s eyes had widened indeed at the spectacle of the great window. A mixture of awe and revulsion had crept through him, for it was well-known throughout the Order that Bou-raiy had argued vehemently with the then–Father Abbot Agronguerre against traveling to Mount Aida and partaking of the Covenant of Avelyn.

Viscenti shrugged away his negativity, reminding himself that he had no time for such inconsequential worries at present. It was good, he realized, that Father Abbot Bou-raiy had now so obviously embraced the deeds of the hopefully soon-to-be Saint Avelyn. The Abellican Church would need such a boost, given the news from Ursal!

Father Abbot Bou-raiy had listened, without the slightest interruption, to the words of Master Viscenti, the tidings of the great upheaval of secular Honce-the-Bear, but also of the impending upheaval, perhaps even greater, that was sure to befall the Abellican Church.

A long silence held the audience room in this, the greatest of cathedrals.

“There can be no doubt of the identity of the coconspirators?” Fio Bou-raiy finally asked. “It was Abbot Olin and truly Marcalo De’Unnero, the same monk who served under Father Abbot Markwart, the same monk who was consumed by the tiger’s paw gemstone and driven out of Palmaris by Jilseponie, the same monk who led the errant Brothers Repentant in the time of the plague? It was De’Unnero?”

“By the words of Jilseponie, who knew this man better than anyone, it was the same Marcalo De’Unnero,” Viscenti confirmed, and he twitched repeatedly, any control he held over his nervous tic washed away by merely speaking the cursed name aloud.

“What does this mean?” asked burly Abbot Glendenhook, standing in what had long been his customary position, both figuratively and literally, at Fio Bou-raiy’s side. With news of the grim tidings sweeping the land, Abbot Glendenhook had rushed back to the mother abbey to confer with his trusted friend, the Father Abbot.

“It means the end of the world as we know it,” another master glumly remarked.

Fio Bou-raiy snapped his ever-imposing stare over the man, denying the claim visually before he had ever spoken a word. “It means that our time of peace and growth has ended, temporarily,” he corrected, his voice stern and steady once more. “It means that we of the true Abellican Order may find ourselves besieged with informants and perhaps traitors, and possibly even by an army from the throne that we always before considered our ally. Surely none among the leadership of St.-Mere-Abelle are unused to adversity, Master Donegal. We have been weaned on the DemonWar, on a time of great upheaval within our order, and on a plague. Are you so quick to surrender?”

“My pardon, Father Abbot,” Master Jorgen Donegal said, offering a submissive bow. “If Abbot Olin is in league with the new king of Honce-the-Bear, I doubt that he will be friendly toward the current leadership at St.-Mere-Abelle.”

“Abbot Olin is Abellican first,” Fio Bou-raiy declared. “He understands his position and his responsibility to this church.”

“With Marcalo De’Unnero at his side?” Marlboro Viscenti found himself asking before he could find the wisdom to bite back the words, for that simple question deflated any momentum that Father Abbot Bou-raiy might have been gaining here. Bou-raiy hated De’Unnero profoundly, a feeling that was surely mutual. If Abbot Olin was indeed in league with the infamous former monk, then he was surely no friend to St.-Mere-Abelle, nor to the current incarnation of the Abellican Church!

“Ursal will demand change within the Church,” Abbot Glendenhook observed.

“They already have, according to Jilseponie,” said Master Viscenti. “By her account, Abbot Ohwan was reinstated at St. Honce, but only as a plank for Marcalo De’Unnero to walk to the post of abbot.”

“The crown has no power to determine abbots!” said Glendenhook.

“Then it has begun already,” Fio Bou-raiy put in, and the same despair that had been evident in Master Donegal’s voice was showing around the edges here, too. “If this is all true, then we must assume that Abbot Olin and his henchmen are restructuring the Abellican Church to fit their needs.”

“Bishop Braumin Herde believes that Ursal will demand that Olin assume the position of Father Abbot,” Master Viscenti said bluntly, and though everyone in the room fully expected that, given the line of reasoning, hearing it aloud brought more than a few gasps of astonishment and despair.

Fio Bou-raiy held steady, though, and looked at Master Viscenti hard. “And where does Bishop Braumin stand on this issue?” he demanded.

Marlboro Viscenti stood up very straight, his slight frame seeming to grow very tall and formidable. “Bishop Braumin supported the election of Father Abbot Bou-raiy,” the master from St. Precious reminded. “But even if he had not, Bishop Braumin is a true Abellican, and he would not support any usurpers trying to steal away our Church.”

Only after speaking the words aloud did Viscenti realize the irony of them, for hadn’t Braumin and all the others come to power through those very means? When Markwart had gone astray, Braumin and Viscenti had led the charge beside Jilseponie and Elbryan to take the Abellican Church from them.

“The Church is not astray,” Viscenti quickly added. “We have learned so very much over the last two decades, culminating in the Miracle of Aida. We follow the way of St. Abelle, and soon-to-be Saint Avelyn. We follow the orders of St.-Mere-Abelle and Father Abbot Fio Bou-raiy with all confidence that those orders are in accordance with the precepts upon which we build our faith. Bishop Braumin will not forsake St.-Mere-Abelle nor Father Abbot Bou-raiy in this, at the price of his own life! If Marcalo De’Unnero desires to enter St. Precious, it will either be as conqueror or in chains. There is no negotiating that point!”

The stirring words seemed to bolster Fio Bou-raiy and all the others in the room.

“You say that De’Unnero and Duke Kalas are marching north from Ursal toward Palmaris,” the Father Abbot prompted.

“The last report I heard, before Captain Al’u’met sailed me out of the Masur Delaval, was that they had advanced halfway up the river to Palmaris,” Viscenti explained. “They are absorbing all the countryside as they proclaim the new King Aydrian. There have been some skirmishes, but nothing of any note, for the people have no rallying call denouncing this treacherous usurper. It is likely that Prince Midalis in Vanguard has not even learned yet of the death of his brother and his nephew Merwick, nor that his other nephew, the only other person in the royal line, is missing. Captain Al’u’met sails even now for Vanguard, but it will be weeks, months perhaps, before Midalis can muster any reasonable response. Until then, King Aydrian, with the legions of Ursal and Entel behind him, stands unopposed among the unwitting populace.”

Fio Bou-raiy folded his fingers before him in a pensive pose and spent a long time digesting the words. “Then we must inform the people,” he decided. “Then we must hold out against this treachery and rally the resistance against phony King Aydrian until Prince Midalis arrives.”

“Thousands will die,” Master Donegal remarked.

It wasn’t really Viscenti’s place to speak, for the remark had been directed to Fio Bou-raiy, but he among all the others held the weight of his previous actions and not just his convictions to answer, “Some things are worth dying for, brother.”

Father Abbot Fio Bou-raiy sat up straighter and gave an appreciative nod to Viscenti. “You must return with all speed to St. Precious,” he instructed the nervous master. “Tell Bishop Braumin that he must lock down Palmaris against this army. If Aydrian declares himself as king, then the army he commands is not the army of Honce-the-Bear, is not the army of the Ursal line, and must not be given admittance to a city loyal to that line.”

Strong words, Master Viscenti knew, especially coming from the man who had the most to lose, and who was secure in what was arguably the most fortified bastion in all the world. But Viscenti didn’t disagree with the reasoning. Some things were indeed worth dying for, and worth asking others to die for.

“Dispatch official emissaries to every abbey outside of Ursal, even to St. Rontlemore,” Fio Bou-raiy instructed Master Donegal, referring to the second abbey of Olin’s hometown of Entel, a place that had long been under the shadow of the more prestigious St. Bondabruce and powerful Abbot Olin. “Let none forget the truth of Marcalo De’Unnero, and let none misinterpret the actions of Abbot Olin here as anything other than treachery and blasphemy.”

“Do we know for certain that Abbot Olin will not approach us civilly and with explanation?” Abbot Glendenhook dared to ask.

“He has overstepped his boundaries here, and there is little he could say to convince me not to excommunicate him,” Fio Bou-raiy declared flatly, and that brought more astonished and nervous gasps, and more than a few concurring grunts.

Master Viscenti was among those concurring, and he dipped a low bow and begged his leave.

“Our wagons are at your disposal to return you to the Masur Delaval,” Fio Bou-raiy told him, and Viscenti left at once, determined to stand beside Bishop Braumin when the darkness fell, a darkness that he couldn’t help but believe would be the end of the world as he knew it.

Duke Bretherford sat on the edge of his cot in his private room on River Palace, leaning forward and rubbing his hands repeatedly over his grizzled face. He heard the stirring on the deck outside of his room and saw the light around the edges of his dark curtains and supposed that it must be morning.

Another night had passed him by with only fitful short periods of sleep. It had been that way since he had returned to Ursal, rushing in upon hearing the news of Danube’s untimely death.

His whole world had changed, so quickly, and Bretherford couldn’t sort through it. He spent hours tossing and turning, trying to find a place of acceptance, as had Kalas and so many of the other Ursal noblemen, but he had found no answers. He wished that he had been there on that fateful day, to witness the events. Perhaps then he might be more willing to embrace this young king and the promises the other nobles were whispering. Perhaps then he might be able to place Prince Midalis in a different light. Perhaps then …

Bretherford looked over at the small table set beside his bed, at the nearly empty bottle and the glass beside it.

He brought that glass in close, swirling it around, getting lost in the golden tan liquid.

Then he swallowed the whiskey in one gulp and moved to pour another, but a knock on his door stopped him short.

“What’d’ye want?” the tired man called.

How he changed his tone and his demeanor when the door pushed open and King Aydrian walked in!

“My King,” Bretherford blurted before he could even consider the words. He scrambled about and ran a hand through his thin hair. “I am not ready to receive—”

“Be at ease, my good duke,” said Aydrian, and he stepped in and closed the door behind him. “I desire no protocol here. I have come to ask a favor.”

Bretherford stared at him dumbfounded. The king of Honce-the-Bear asking a favor?

“This has all come so quickly,” Aydrian remarked, and he saw himself to a chair across from Bretherford’s bed, and waved for Bretherford to remain seated when the man finally composed himself enough to try to stand and salute.

“You know that Abbot Olin has departed for Entel?” Aydrian asked.

“I suspect that he is well on his way, yes.”

“Do you know where he will go from there?”

“Jacintha,” said Bretherford, and Aydrian nodded.

“This is a dangerous mission,” said the young king. “The Behrenese are not to be taken lightly. They present potentially formidable opposition, though I know that Honce-the-Bear will never again see as clear an opportunity as we have right now to strengthen our ties to our southern neighbor.”

To conquer her, you mean, Bretherford thought, but he kept his face expressionless.

“Abbot Olin has a great fleet at his command, but he must coordinate its movements with the movements of a land army, as well,” Aydrian explained. “It will be a daunting task, I fear, and with my attention now so obviously needed along the Masur Delaval, Abbot Olin will find little support from Ursal.”

Duke Bretherford couldn’t help but narrow his eyes with suspicion.

“Of course, the fleet at Abbot Olin’s command is not—how shall I say this delicately?—conventional.”

“Pirates and vagabonds,” Bretherford dared to say. “The same dogs I have chased along the southern stretches of our coastline for years.”

“Better to harness the dogs, eh?” Aydrian asked.

Bretherford was hardly convinced of that, and so he didn’t reply.

“Better if I could spare the Ursal fleet, I agree,” Aydrian remarked. “But Palmaris may not be so welcoming, and then there is the not-so-little matter of St.-Mere-Abelle, and Pireth Tulme, Pireth Dancard, and Pireth Vanguard after that.”

“It is ambitious,” Bretherford remarked, hoping that the sarcasm in his voice would not be so evident as to have Aydrian execute him.

“It is necessary,” Aydrian corrected. “As is our pursuit of the heart of Behren, at this time. And it is attainable—all of it! But I fear that I may have distributed the able leaders at my command errantly here—of course, I had little knowledge of the dukes and commanders before decisions had to be made.”

“You wish me to sail to Entel?” Bretherford asked skeptically.

“I cannot spare the ships it would require for you to safely make such a journey,” Aydrian explained. “I wish you to ride to Entel.”

“To what end?” Bretherford asked, and he rose from the bed, holding his arms out wide. “If the fleet remains on the Masur Delaval, then what am I to do …”

“Abbot Olin has warships of his own,” Aydrian explained. “I need you there, my good duke. I need you to go and join with Abbot Olin, to take command of his seagoing operations. The delicacy of this situation cannot be overstated, and as such, I need the most experienced commanders I can find supporting Abbot Olin.”

Duke Bretherford could hardly spit out a response. King Aydrian was saying it so cleverly, but what he was really doing here was placing Bretherford out of the main picture and off to the side.

“My King,” the duke finally replied, “you speak of Abbot Olin’s fleet, but in truth they are but a ragtag group of opportunists.”

“And so your work in controlling them to Abbot Olin’s needs will be no easy task,” Aydrian was quick to reply. “But I have all faith in you, Duke Bretherford. Duke Kalas assures me that there is no more able man in all the kingdom at handling the movements of a fleet. The lives of ten thousand of Honce-the-Bear’s soldiers will rest squarely on your shoulders, to say nothing of the overall designs concerning Behren. If Abbot Olin’s mission proves unsuccessful, then we can expect those Behrenese pirates to use the turmoil within Honce-the-Bear to strike the coast from Entel all the way up the Mantis Arm.”

It made perfect sense, of course, and that was the beauty of the plan, Bretherford knew. Bretherford realized that this was not about Olin, for if Aydrian was truly afraid of the potential consequences concerning Jacintha and Behren, he would have merely held the greedy abbot in check and waited until Honce-the-Bear was fully secured before turning his sights to the south. No, this was about getting Bretherford out of the way and far from Prince Midalis, the duke knew. Aydrian had Kalas securely in his court, and that meant the Allhearts, and they meant the Ursal garrison and the majority of the Kingsmen, and perhaps even the Coastpoint Guards of the southern mainland. But the fleet, like the waters they sailed, were more fluid in all of this, and Aydrian understood that the duke of the Mirianic could bring a powerful allying force to Prince Midalis as easily as Duke Kalas had brought the ground forces to Aydrian!

And so however Aydrian might parse his reasoning, the truth of it was that Bretherford was being shuffled out of the way, and away from the main body of Honce-the-Bear’s great navy.

The duke was somewhat surprised as the truth unfolded in his thoughts. Why hadn’t Aydrian just dismissed him, perhaps even had him murdered? Why this pretense of more important duties?

As he came to understand, Bretherford’s estimate of young Aydrian as a tactician heightened considerably. The duke was on the fence concerning the disposition of the kingdom, and Aydrian saw that clearly. And so the young king was putting him into a position where his skills would serve Aydrian well. Aydrian feared him, Bretherford knew—feared that he would take the fleet and hand it over to Midalis. But no such fears would accompany the duke of the Mirianic to Entel, especially when the great bulk of his command would be left behind.

“Your estimate of my understanding of the Behrenese might be exaggerated,” Bretherford started to say, trying to wriggle out of this.

“You are the man who will escort Abbot Olin by sea to Jacintha,” Aydrian said firmly. “You will coordinate the movements of his naval assets along the Behrenese coast and provide him with the plans for transporting soldiers from Entel to Jacintha, or to whatever other coastal city Abbot Olin chooses.”

“You propose to place a duke under the command of an abbot?”

“I have just done so,” Aydrian corrected, his tone firm. He had come in pretending to ask a favor, but now he was obviously issuing an order. “You serve the throne, do you not?”

His pause and expression told Bretherford that Aydrian was not going to let that seemingly rhetorical question pass by without a direct answer.

“I have served Honce-the-Bear for all of my life.”

Aydrian grinned. “And you continue to serve the throne of Honce-the-Bear?”

Bretherford didn’t blink as he stared at the young king.

“The throne now claimed by Aydrian Boudabras?” Aydrian clarified, so that there could be no irony, no double meaning, in the demanded answer.

“I serve the throne of Ursal,” said Bretherford.

“The voice of that throne in Jacintha will soon be Abbot Olin,” Aydrian told him. “Abbot Olin travels to Behren at my request and as my emissary. The fact that he is an Abellican abbot is of no consequence. He serves me at this time, and you will answer to him.”

Bretherford wanted to respond to that, wanted to remark something along the lines that Duke Kalas might not be so thrilled to hear of these unexpected developments, but Aydrian’s expression told him clearly that there was no room for debate here. The young king hadn’t come in to ask anything. He had come in to push Bretherford out of the way.

The duke supposed that he should be grateful that Aydrian had seen this way out, and had not merely ordered him thrown into a dungeon, or quietly beheaded.

But still …


Chapter 5
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Adrift

IT WASN’T OFTEN THAT A JHESTA TU MYSTIC WOULD BE WELL RECEIVED IN CHOM Deiru, for the Yatols of Behren had spent centuries condemning the Jhesta Tu as heretics and demon worshipers. The mystics were particularly disliked by the Chezhou-lei, the Behrenese corps of elite warriors, who considered them as rivals.

When Pagonel arrived at the gates of the Chezru palace, dressed in his telltale robes, the initial reaction to him was consistent with those notions. The two warriors standing guard outside the great doors of the building stared at him wide-eyed and mouths agape, and after recovering from the initial shock, both dropped their spear tips level with the mystic’s chest.

“Peace,” Pagonel said to them, holding his empty palms up in a nonthreatening manner. “I am Pagonel, who is well-known to Yatol Mado Wadon. I am he who traveled to Dharyan on behalf of your Yatols upon the death of Yakim Douan. I am he who represented the wishes of the Yatols to the Dragon of To-gai, thus ending the war.”

As he spoke, the spears gradually eased to the side and down, and when he finished, one of the guards nodded to the other, who fast disappeared into the palace.

A few moments later, Pagonel was ushered through the doors, and though more guards surrounded him and a few shot threatening glances his way, the mystic understood that he had done well in coming here, that he would indeed get his desired audience with Yatol Mado Wadon.

They escorted him into a small waiting room and left him there, and he heard the door lock behind them as they departed.

Pagonel put his back up against the wall opposite the door, sank down into a low and comfortable crouch, and waited. The minutes turned to an hour, and still he waited, digesting all that he had seen on his journey from the west, replaying all of the events and conversations in an attempt to understand better the depth of the situation in this tumultuous land.

Finally, the door opened, and Pagonel was surprised to see that it was Mado Wadon himself who entered. The man was quite old, with hair thinning to wisps of nothingness and heavy drooping lids half-hiding his dull eyes. He moved his withered little frame into the room just a step, then turned and motioned for Pagonel to follow. The Yatol said nothing as he walked with Pagonel in tow through the arching corridors of Chom Deiru, past the great artworks of the Chezru religion, the tile mosaics along the wall depicting the great struggles within the Behrenese church and culture.

How meaningless many of those murals now appeared to Pagonel, given the revelations of the previous Chezru Chieftain! The actions of Yakim Douan, using the soul stone to steal the bodies from unborn babies so that he could live on in a new corporal mantle, mocked the murals depicting the Abellicans of the north as heretics for using those same stones. The great deception of Yakim Douan laid waste to the many Chezru images of glorious Transcendence, the process that the Chezru had considered as a passage of knowledge, the incarnation of a new God-Voice to be found among the children of Behren. Only in walking these halls now, in looking at the murals that formed the core of Chezru beliefs, did Pagonel truly appreciate how profound an effect the deceptions of Yakim Douan had had on this land. The very core of Chezru had been shattered.

What emptiness must now follow?

They went into a small private room, with two chairs set before a glowing hearth and food and drink already put out on a table between them.

“You have come with word from Brynn Dharielle,” Yatol Mado Wadon remarked before Pagonel had even sat down. His voice sounded as old as the wrinkled man looked, and as weary, cracking slightly on nearly every syllable.

“I have come hoping to receive word from you that I might relay to her,” the mystic replied. “My road to the south showed me growing problems within your kingdom, Yatol.”

“Yatol Bardoh has not been among those sending their well-wishes,” Yatol Wadon said dryly. “He left the field of Dharyan—”

“Dharyan-Dharielle,” Pagonel corrected.

“Dharyan-Dharielle,” Yatol Wadon agreed. “He left the field with a great host of soldiers at his disposal, and with all of them knowing only that great tumult had come to Jacintha. They are uncertain, and in such a state, they are likely open to the suggestions of Yatol Tohen Bardoh.”

“Suggestions that you suspect will not be in favor of the present situation in Jacintha, nor the present leadership,” the mystic reasoned.

“Tohen Bardoh has ever been an ambitious man.”

“As we have discussed before, to a degree,” Pagonel remarked. “Your agreement of a joint, open city under the command of Brynn Dharielle was based primarily on these very fears, was it not?”

“And now I pray that your friend the Dragon does not disappoint me. It is in the interest of Brynn Dharielle and of To-gai that the present leadership in Jacintha overcome any threat by Tohen Bardoh. If Behren is united under him, he will not tolerate the addition of Dharielle to the name of the city Dharyan. He opposed the end of the siege of the city, vehemently so. You know this as well as I.”

“Do you believe that he is strong enough to go against the Jacintha warriors?”

“Many of those warriors have still not returned from the field outside of Dharyan-Dharielle,” Yatol Wadon explained.

“They stood down readily enough when word came to them from Jacintha.”

“True, but I assure you that at that time few in Behren wished to continue battle against the Dragon of To-gai. This is a different matter. All across the kingdom there is war now, as old disputes renew without the control of the Chezru Chieftain to mute them.”

Pagonel sat back and considered the startling admission. To have a Behrenese leader revealing such a weakness within his country to a member of the Jhesta Tu was incredible enough, but when that Jhesta Tu was well known to be in league with the To-gai-ru, the admission became even more unbelievable.

Pagonel sat back and folded his hands before him. That Yatol Mado Wadon was able to speak so bluntly and openly to him here confirmed the level of desperation that was obviously growing within the man. That Yatol Mado Wadon would even receive Pagonel in anything more than a polite manner in a general audience chamber was a clear indication that the man was deathly afraid of Bardoh. Apparently, the rumors of the Yatol of Avrou Eesa building a tremendous army were not understated.

“Brynn Dharielle has fewer resources at her disposal at this time than you may believe,” the mystic honestly replied, for he understood that such information would not imperil Brynn in any manner. Certainly Yatol Wadon was in no position to even think of striking against her.

“Her dragon alone—”

“Fewer than you may believe,” Pagonel interrupted. “And there is no formal agreement between Dharyan-Dharielle and Jacintha.”

Yatol Wadon’s dull eyes widened and he gripped the arms of his chair, seeming ready to spring up and assault the mystic.

“Her course seems clear, though,” Pagonel remarked, and that settled him back just a bit. “What do you ask of her?”

The simple question seemed to catch Yatol Wadon off balance for a moment, for what indeed might Brynn be able to do? She wouldn’t march her army from Dharyan-Dharielle to Jacintha to protect the ruling Yatol from another Yatol, after all!

“I have come to understand that she is no friend of Yatol Bardoh,” Yatol Wadon said hesitantly.

Pagonel merely smiled in response to that monumental understatement. Yatol Bardoh was the man who had ordered Brynn’s own parents murdered. He was the Behrenese leader who had conquered To-gai so brutally a decade before, a man who had never expressed anything but contempt for the To-gai-ru and their traditions. Bardoh had left the field outside of Dharyan-Dharielle, but he had not done so with a light heart. More than anything else, he had wanted to retake the city and be rid of the Dragon of To-gai.

“To fully engage Jacintha, should it come to that, Yatol Bardoh will need the north road,” Yatol Wadon explained. “He will need Dahdah Oasis, else the promises he feeds to his soldiers will die in the desert sands.”

“You would like Yatol Bardoh to be looking over his shoulder at another enemy as he marches toward Jacintha,” Pagonel remarked.

“Or looking over his shoulder at another enemy as he marches on Dharyan-Dharielle,” Yatol Wadon was quick to reply. “He covets Jacintha, agreed, but he covets Brynn’s city for even more personal reasons, and he may come to believe that retaking Dharyan for Behren will elevate him among the people and make his march toward Jacintha all the more plausible.”

That disturbing thought had carried Pagonel every step of the way to Jacintha.

“It is time to open a dialogue between our two cities,” Yatol Wadon said.

The mystic nodded. “Your words are wise, Yatol. I will carry them to Brynn Dharielle. You must prepare your emissaries to accompany me quickly, for the road will grow more difficult with time, I fear.”

“They are already prepared,” Yatol Wadon told him. “They would have left this very day had not you unexpectedly arrived in Jacintha. Upon hearing of your arrival, I had hoped that you would present yourself as a formal emissary from Dharyan-Dharielle, and I would be lying if I told you that I am not disappointed to learn that this is not the truth. Your friend is not so seasoned in her role as leader, I suspect, and so her ignorance of the present mounting danger is forgivable.”

Again Pagonel nodded, though he hardly agreed with the assessment. Certainly this issue with Bardoh was more Mado Wadon’s fight than Brynn’s, though the consequences to Brynn and to To-gai could be dire, should Bardoh prove victorious. Still, it was not a point worth arguing over with Yatol Mado Wadon at this time.

There would be plenty of other more important arguments to make, Pagonel was sure.


Chapter 6
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When Conscience Knocks

AYDRIAN AWOKE IN A COLD SWEAT. HE WAS LYING ON HIS BACK, STARING UP AT THE darkness, but the blackness stirred and images of dead Constance Pemblebury assaulted him, her pale arms reaching out for him in his mind.

Hovering behind her was a huge face, elongated and twisted in agony, and despite its contortions, Aydrian certainly recognized it, for he keenly remembered the horrified look on King Danube’s face as the cold hand of death had closed over his heart that fateful day up on the trial stage in Ursal.

Had these two ghosts come to haunt him?

The young king shook himself further awake and the images dissipated, leaving him alone in the dark. “Only a dream,” he told himself.

Slowly, the young man composed himself enough to roll onto his side. He had killed. He had killed Danube, and Merwick, and Torrence, as well as the unfortunate driver and the other escorts. All had been murdered on his orders.

For the most part, Aydrian never considered such things, keeping his vision along the greater road that lay before him, his ascent to immortality, his elevation of himself above all others. He believed in that road, desperately so.

But the price …

Aydrian winced as he considered the dead already left in his wake. Many had been deserving of their fate—like the pirates who had tried to double-cross him on the return from Pimaninicuit—but others perhaps not so deserving. And worse, Aydrian understood that the dead thus far would be but a minuscule fraction of those who would fall in the war that would inevitably engulf Honce-the-Bear, or in the conquest of Behren, or of Alpinador.

Aydrian rolled out of bed, propelled by the guilt and the sudden doubts. He rushed out of the house he had procured in this small village north of Ursal and ran over to the grouping of wagons, which included his personal coach. He waved away the confused and concerned guards and climbed into the coach, closing the door behind him.

The moon was up. The lighting was just right.

Across from his seat, Aydrian pulled aside a small curtain, revealing the mirror he used for Oracle.

He sat back and stared, letting his thoughts flow freely within him. He felt the pangs of guilt and did not push them aside, though he did offer internal debate against them.

Conscience must be the guide of any true leader.

The thought came out of nowhere, and it startled Aydrian. He digested the notion, panic rising within him as he considered the implications.

And then he looked at the mirror, at the shadowy form that had taken its blurry shape in the lower left-hand corner.

Waves of guilt assaulted him; a silent plea arose within him beckoning him to abandon this road of certain war.

In that moment, it all made sense to him, and he grimaced, tormented, as he considered the cold body of Torrence Pemblebury lying beneath the dungeon stairs of Castle Ursal. In that moment, Aydrian felt adrift.

In that fleeting moment.

King Danube played in the arena of glory.

The second shadow appeared, taking greater shape in the mirror.

That last thought rang out again within the young king. Danube, too, had been king of Honce-the-Bear. Danube, too, had made decisions of life and death, and had gone to war. This was the game of humanity, the quest for glory, the quest for immortality—though few humans understood the truth of it, Aydrian knew.

And they were all going to die, after all, every one. Was Aydrian to assume responsibility for those who died in his ascent to the throne and to immortality? Was he to bask in guilt because he, above all others, had come to understand the truth and futility of the human condition, and had figured out a way to circumvent that seeming inevitability?

The young king’s breathing came faster, and he closed his eyes tight against the onslaught of terrible images as he absorbed it all, as he considered those who had died and those many more who surely would be slain along his road. He was robbing from them.

Days? Weeks? Months? Even years? the shadow in his mind asked him. How much was he truly taking from the pitiful mortals? And would they, to a man and woman, not take the same from him if ever they came to understand the truth of eternity and immortality, as did he?

Aydrian opened his eyes and looked at the mirror, to see that only one shadow remained there, in the lower right-hand corner.

King Danube played in the arena of glory, he heard again in his thoughts. He desired the same as you, but was not as strong as you. The reasoning seemed sound to Aydrian. What hubris Danube possessed to claim himself king of Honce-the-Bear! And if he did not have the strength to survive a challenge, then his overblown pride was certainly misplaced. Aydrian was possessed of more pride, perhaps, but he knew in his heart that he had the strength to back it.

Sometime later, the shaken young man stepped out of his coach and headed back to the procured house. He felt somewhat better; the demons of guilt had been put aside for a while.

He was surprised, when he opened the door to his sleeping chamber, to find Sadye sitting within. A single candle burned on the small table before her, illuminating her with its soft glow, the light seeming to flow right into her yellow-brown locks. She wore a simple nightshirt that only reached down to the midpoint of her shapely thighs, and her hair was unkempt.

Somehow that only made her more alluring.

“Where did you go?” she asked immediately, true concern evident in her voice.

Aydrian put one hand to his chest, his expression skeptical. “Me?”

“You are the only one here, Aydrian.”

“I went out into the night air,” he explained, walking past her to take a seat on the edge of his bed. “To be alone. To think.”

“To think?”

Aydrian shrugged.

“Planning the strategy sessions?”

“No,” he answered simply, staring off to the side, and when he looked back at Sadye a moment later, he saw true concern on her face, and true curiosity.

Again, he merely shrugged.

“We will enter the village of Pomfreth tomorrow,” Sadye said to him, politely changing what was obviously an uncomfortable subject. “By all reports, the townsfolk are preparing a celebration in honor of their new king.”

Aydrian managed a little smile at the news, and it was one of honest relief. “I am glad that they accept what has happened without opposing me,” he explained. “It would not do my heart good to lay waste to a simple village.”

“Marcalo believes that we must have one sizable fight at least before we reach Palmaris,” Sadye said. “To show the rest of the common folk of the kingdom the futility of opposing the rule of Aydrian.”

“Sometimes I believe that Marcalo De’Unnero just likes to fight,” Aydrian replied. He took a good long look at Sadye to measure her reaction to that statement, then he just gave a helpless chuckle, and asked, “Why are you here?”

“I learned that you had wandered out. I was concerned,” said the woman.

Aydrian started to ask about Marcalo, but then the former monk appeared suddenly at the open door, hardly dressed and looking none-too-pleased. He stared at Aydrian, then even harder at Sadye, studying her intently.

Obviously uncomfortable, Sadye got up and straightened and lengthened her nightshirt modestly. “Aydrian left the building,” she explained to the monk. “You should instruct him that such unexpected and unannounced forays into the night could bode evil for us all. He is the king, yet I fear that he has not yet come to understand what that means, or what he means, to the kingdom he rules.”

Marcalo looked from Sadye to Aydrian as she gave her little speech, and he nodded and grunted a bit in agreement. But he wasn’t being deflected that easily, Aydrian recognized. His concern at that time had less to do with Aydrian leaving to go outside than with Sadye leaving his bed to come to Aydrian’s private room.

The fierce monk said nothing, though, just placed his arm behind Sadye as she walked out, ushering her all the more quickly.

Aydrian leaned over and blew out the candle, then sat alone in the darkness. He considered De’Unnero and Sadye for only a moment, and was far more amused than concerned.

Then he thought of the village they would enter in the morning, and he was indeed relieved at Sadye’s words that the scouts believed that this one, too, would succumb to the rule of the new king without confrontation.

Yes, Duke Kalas and his minions could roll over any feeble force that the quiet villages north of Ursal might offer. But better for them all if the people continued to follow the lead of their nobles, strengthening Aydrian’s hold even more upon the kingdom.

And better, Aydrian understood—though he did not openly admit it, even to himself—for his own peace of mind and his own contented slumber.

Duke Kalas and his Allheart Knights, all resplendent in the shining, meticulously crafted and fitted silvery armor, led the march into Pomfreth, as they had led the way into every village since the march from Ursal had begun. Not far to the east, the Ursal fleet, River Palace among them, cruised the Masur Delaval. And behind the ranks of the Allheart Brigade clustered ten thousand soldiers, all formed in tight ranks, showing the discipline of a trained army. In their center, atop a magnificent black stallion, sat King Aydrian, and his armor outshone that of the Allhearts. Specially made and fitted by a legendary smith, and enhanced by Aydrian with several magical gemstones, it offered better defenses for its wearer than any other suit of metal in all the world. The Allheart armor was comprised of overlapping silvery plates, but Aydrian’s was trimmed not only in silver, but with gold. Dark lodestones were set in a circular pattern about a gray hematite that was placed directly over Aydrian’s heart. His helm was bowl-shaped, less ornamented than Duke Kalas’ plumed helm, perhaps, but designed to give the great young warrior complete visibility. Lined in gold, it tapered down the back of Aydrian’s head and neck, but in the front, it only covered halfway, to the bridge of his nose, with thin golden strips outlining his blue eyes as if they were the wide-cut strips of a bandit’s mask.

To Aydrian’s right sat Marcalo De’Unnero, dressed in the simple brown robes of an Abellican brother, his face locked in its seemingly perpetual scowl. He had brought quite a number of the younger brothers from St. Honce along with him on the march, mostly to serve as replacements in the chapels where village priests didn’t appreciate or embrace the change that he was bringing to the Church.

To Aydrian’s left sat Sadye, her three-stringed lute slung across her back, the wind blowing her brown hair, which was growing quite long again, across her face.

In the distance to the north, they heard the cheering.

Sadye looked up at Aydrian, whose face showed a clear sign of relief. Apparently the reports were true and he would be welcomed as an accepted king, not as an enemy conqueror.

They sat and waited a bit longer, until Duke Kalas and his entourage came galloping back out from the cluster of houses.

“Form up to march through,” Aydrian told the commanders sitting astride their mounts in a line behind him. “You will camp north of Pomfreth this night. We march tomorrow at dawn.”

The commanders broke ranks immediately and with practiced discipline. With every town they encountered, there were two routes, march through or overrun, and thus far, the latter had not proven necessary. Still, Aydrian and all the others understood that the farther north they marched, the more likely they were to encounter resistance. And, of course, Palmaris lay at the end of this northern road, where Bishop Braumin would not likely prove so accommodating.

The seventy-five Allhearts galloped into formation beside and behind their king, and Aydrian nodded to De’Unnero and to Sadye, thus beginning the triumphant parade into Pomfreth.

All the peasants lined the main road through the small village, cheering wildly for “King Aydrian!” and waving towels at the young man as he paced his mount, the legendary Symphony—the horse his father had ridden to the Barbacan to defeat the demon dactyl—slowly through the town. He nodded to the people every so often, but mostly he watched the road before him, aloof and above them all. That was what they would expect of their king, De’Unnero and Kalas had explained to him. That was what the frightened rabble truly needed from their king. Aydrian was the foundation of their identity. He was not one of them, and was not anything that any of them thought they could become, but was, rather, their deity in the flesh. As king, he was the symbol of their nationality, and the man upon whom they relied to protect them, to provide for their basic needs, and to guide them to a better place, secularly and spiritually.

And so Aydrian kept his eyes mostly straight ahead, offering occasional glances and nods, and trying to appear as regal and dominating as possible.

“The parson?” he heard Sadye whisper at his side, talking behind him to Marcalo De’Unnero.

Following their gazes, the young king noted a man in the distance, behind the lines of waving peasants. He stood leaning on the white wooden door of the town’s small Abellican chapel. He was not cheering. He was not smiling.

Aydrian glanced at De’Unnero. “He may need convincing,” he quietly remarked.

“He may need burying,” De’Unnero replied, and he veered his horse away from the royal entourage. He motioned for the crowd to part, then trotted his mount across the open ground to the chapel and the lone man.

Aydrian paid the scene no heed, confident that Marcalo De’Unnero would handle the situation as he saw fit. Aydrian had long ago decided that De’Unnero would set the tone concerning the conversion of the Abellican Church to his own conservative vision. However De’Unnero conducted the conquered Church was irrelevant to the young king, so long as that Church remained a loyal ally to him in his pursuit of the wider conquests. Secretly, Aydrian hoped that De’Unnero would take the Abellican Church mercilessly and would bring it to a posture that evoked fear in the common man. Let the Church do the dirty work in keeping the common folk in line, leaving the way open for him to become a truly beloved king. Let De’Unnero become the tyrant that Aydrian clearly recognized was lurking in his heart; Aydrian would only shine all the brighter beside him.

His entourage remained behind as Aydrian paced Symphony to the center of the town square. Magnificent upon the magnificent stallion, the young king surveyed this newest group of his flock for some time, letting them bask in the sight of him while he took some measure of their enthusiasm. What he sensed most of all, as in all the other towns, was fear. The common folk of Honce-the-Bear were afraid of change. Common folk took comfort in routines. How well Aydrian had learned this when first he had run away from the wicked elves, settling in with villagers in a nondescript and wretched little place named Festertool in Wester-Honce. In their routine, ultimately boring, lives, those folk had taken solace in the emptiness. That was the way of commoners, Aydrian understood keenly, and all that he had to do to win their love was offer them security within their little corners of the kingdom—and to look resplendent upon his great horse.

“Good people of Pomfreth,” he began, speaking loudly, his voice resonant. He kept his line of vision just above the heads of the gathering, as he had learned, and he swept one arm out in a grand gesture. “You have heard of the passing of good King Danube, and no doubt the news has saddened you as it has saddened all of the court of Ursal.”

“The king is dead!” cried one man from the back of the gathering, a man that Duke Kalas had planted in the town ahead of the army’s approach, as he had done in every town.

“Long live the king!” came the appropriate responding cry in many voices, repeated over and over in a mounting cheer for King Aydrian.

Aydrian sat quiet and let the momentum gather, then play out to renewed silence.

“I march now, with the army of Ursal behind me, to comfort you and assure you all that there is no struggle within the kingdom,” he explained. “King Danube is dead, and I, as the son of Jilseponie, have rightfully and legally, by the late king’s own words, assumed the throne of Honce-the-Bear. You see with me Duke Kalas and the Allhearts, and many of the nobles of the court of Ursal.

“Let the word spread throughout the land that a new and just king has ascended. Let the word spread from this town throughout the land that this King Aydrian is a friend to the folk of Honce-the-Bear, and that I will serve you as your king with the same love and affection of my worthy predecessor, King Danube!”

It was all he had to say. The folk erupted into great cheering, calling out the name of King Aydrian. All signs of nervousness and fear were flown now, in light of his assurances. He had told them exactly what they had desperately hoped to hear.

And now he could move on, confident that he had secured his kingdom just a little bit more.

The town’s grandest house—which wasn’t much of anything, really—was gladly turned over to Aydrian soon after, and he entered with Sadye by his side, both glancing toward the small chapel, into which Marcalo De’Unnero had disappeared with the parson.

“With each town taken, your relief grows more evident on your face,” Sadye remarked, as soon as they were alone.

“Each town is farther removed from Ursal, and so more likely to offer resistance to the change.”

“Resistance?” the woman asked doubtfully. “Against the army you carry in tow? Duke Kalas would burn Pomfreth to the ground so quickly that your march through would hardly be slowed. Aye, more quickly than the little speech you are required to give at every stop.”

Aydrian’s fast-souring expression stopped her abruptly. Sadye put a hand on one hip and leaned a bit, studying the young king.

“Or is that it?” she asked. “You fear having to kill people.”

“Fear?” Aydrian echoed the same tone of doubt Sadye had just used. “No, I do not fear anything or anyone. Nor will I hesitate to trample anyone who gets in the way of this march I intend to make from one end of the world to the other. But I do wish to keep the slaughter at a minimum, you see. I take no pleasure in killing—that joy is reserved for those like your lover.”

Sadye stiffened a bit at that remark, though neither she nor Aydrian were quite certain of which part of the comment had stung her—the statement that De’Unnero took pleasure in killing or the mere observation from Aydrian that De’Unnero was her lover.

“I do what I must do,” Aydrian explained. “I walk a road of greater purpose and design than these peasants could understand—greater even than any of the nobles and generals can understand.”

“Greater than Marcalo can understand?” Sadye asked.

“His purpose is narrower,” Aydrian replied. “His purpose is determined by the weight he carries from his bitterness toward the Abellican Church. It takes less to satisfy him. The prize of St.-Mere-Abelle, of executing those who moved away from the vision he embraced for the Church, will suffice. So yes, greater than Marcalo can understand.”

“Greater than Sadye can understand?” the woman asked, without missing a beat.

Aydrian’s blue eyes, so much like those of his mother, bored into her, and a wry smile grew on his handsome and strong face.

Sadye shrugged, prompting an answer.

“No,” Aydrian said with a shake of his head. “Sadye understands. She wants no less for herself. That is what drew you to Marcalo’s arms, is it not? The search for something greater, something more exciting and more gratifying?”

Unsure of the young man’s direction, Sadye put on a frown and assumed a more defensive posture, turning one shoulder toward Aydrian.

“What will Sadye do when Marcalo’s vision pulls him to St.-Mere-Abelle, I wonder?” Aydrian teased. “Sovereign Sister Sadye?” He laughed as he finished, but Sadye did not find the preposterous title so very amusing at that moment.

“Where will Sadye look, I wonder?” Aydrian went on undaunted, and he walked around her, reaching out one hand to play with her hair as he moved behind her.

He pulled away quickly at the sound of someone approaching, and he was glad that he did when the door opened and Marcalo De’Unnero strode in.

“The town fell under our embrace easily,” said the monk. “Though I do not trust the parson. He claimed allegiance, but if our enemies find their way to him …”

He stopped and looked hard at Aydrian, then at Sadye. “What is it?” he asked.

Sadye blew out a big sigh and managed a laugh. “Our young Aydrian became quite defensive when I observed that he was relieved to learn that there would be no fighting this day,” she explained, and she hopped over to De’Unnero’s side and wrapped her arm playfully about his waist.

De’Unnero gave a snort. “As we all should be relieved,” he said seriously, “with every town that gladly throws its allegiance to Aydrian. We will find battle soon enough—probably at the gates of Palmaris, if not before. The more of the kingdom that comes over willingly, the greater our claim of legitimacy against Prince Midalis.”

“And against Fio Bou-raiy,” Aydrian put in, eliciting a wicked smile from De’Unnero.

“I do believe that our friend Sadye is bored,” Aydrian remarked offhandedly. “She spoils for a fight. Take care, Sadye,” he warned. “Boredom is the impetus to greater heights, ’tis true, but it can prove the enemy to those who do not truly understand the heights to which they aspire.”

The irony of that statement in light of their private conversation, especially with De’Unnero nodding his agreement at her side, was not lost on Sadye. But she wouldn’t give Aydrian the satisfaction of seeing it on her face, and so she just laughed absently and moved off, towing De’Unnero with her.

Aydrian watched her go, every step.

Ever was he the ambitious lad. Ever was he ready to conquer every challenge.


Chapter 7
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A Soft Wall of Resistance

“I WANT YOU TO GO WITH ME,” JILSEPONIE SAID TO ROGER LOCKLESS, A DIMINUTIVE man, stunted by a childhood illness that had nearly taken his life. But while Roger was short in stature, he was long on character. In the war with the demon’s minions, Roger had stood firm as a beacon of hope, a lone hero to forlorn people. And he had stood strong beside Jilseponie and Elbryan through the ordeal of Markwart. Roger had grown under Elbryan’s tutelage and proven to be the best friend Jilseponie—Pony—could ever know.

“Go?” Roger asked hesitantly, and he glanced to the side of the table, where his wife Dainsey was looking on silently. Like Roger, the woman appeared somewhat frail, with spindly limbs. She had nearly succumbed to the rosy plague, was on her last breaths when Jilseponie had brought her to the mummified arm of Avelyn Desbris. Dainsey had been the first to taste of the Miracle of Aida, but though she had beaten the plague, she had never fully recovered her previous robust health. Now her hair was gray and thin, and her eyes were sunken back in her skeletal head.

“To Dundalis first,” Jilseponie explained. “I must find Bradwarden. And then to Andur’Blough Inninness—though that journey I expect to make alone.”

“You will go and question the elves?” Roger asked skeptically.

“How can I not?”

“How can you?” Roger countered. “Do you believe them to be your friends?” He shook his head and insisted, “They are not your friends. Surely this development proves that beyond all—”

“Dasslerond must answer for this!” Jilseponie demanded, and the flash of power and anger in her blue eyes set Roger back a bit. Again, though, the diminutive man looked over at Dainsey, who was nodding at him approvingly, and gathered his strength.

“Lady Dasslerond is not your friend, Pony,” Roger said quietly.

Jilseponie started to answer, but was given pause by his suddenly somber tone, by the obvious implication that he knew something here that she did not.

“When you were in Ursal, sitting as queen, Dasslerond’s people came to me,” Roger quietly explained.

“You knew of Aydrian?” The flash of anger was there again, suddenly and explosively, and Jilseponie even leaped up from her seat.

“No, of course not,” Roger replied, and he placed his hands on her shoulders in a calming motion. “Lady Dasslerond’s people came to me in Ursal, asking that I watch you carefully. Dasslerond fears you, and always has, for you possess something that you should not—in her eyes, at least.”

Jilseponie eased back into her chair. “Bi’nelle dasada,” she reasoned, her voice calm once more. “Lady Dasslerond fears—has ever feared—that I will teach the elven sword dance to the soldiers of Honce-the-Bear.”

“Her people are not numerous,” Roger remarked. “They fear for their very existence.”

“And that gives her the right to steal a child from the womb?” Jilseponie cried, her voice rising in indignation once more.

“ ’Course it doesn’t, and no one’s saying such a thing,” Dainsey interjected.

“I know how you feel—” Roger started to say.

“No you do not,” Jilseponie insisted.

Roger conceded the point with a slight nod. “We have an enemy rising right here in our midst,” he said. “Why will you go to the elves to begin another war, when one has come to you?”

“There are questions—”

“For another day,” Roger interrupted.

“For now!” Jilseponie shot back. “This battle within the kingdom is not my war. I have no more wars in me. De’Unnero be damned—and he shall, I am confident—but he and Aydrian are a problem for the folk of Honce-the-Bear.”

“Not of Jilseponie?” Roger asked, and the woman stared at him hard. “You will abandon these people? You have served them all your life.”

“And given all that I have to give.”

“That loss is yours more than theirs,” Roger replied.

Those words stung Jilseponie profoundly, but they did little to change her mind or her course at that moment. “I leave for Dundalis in the morning. I intend to ride hard all the way. I welcome your company, Roger, and yours, Dainsey, but I will go alone if not beside you.”

With that, the woman rose and walked out of Chasewind Manor, the greatest mansion in all Palmaris, formerly the house of the ruling Bildeborough family. Jilseponie had lived here when she had ruled this city as baroness and then as bishop, and she had passed the house on to Roger and Dainsey as her stewards when she had gone south to marry King Danube.

She had barely exited the place, though, and had not even reached the gates across the courtyard, when she was assaulted by the sound of galloping horses and the shouts of a roused populace. She stood there on the front walk of Chasewind Manor, dumbfounded by the rising energy within the city—and it was a general tumult across the city, she could tell, even from where she stood on the elevated western edges.

She stood quiet and she listened, picking out the calls of the heralds.

A moment later, Roger and Dainsey were out beside her.

“Braumin has roused them,” Roger observed. “He has decided to fight.”

“And the folk’re welcoming the choice,” Dainsey added.

Jilseponie looked at them both and started to reply, but then the shouts rang out very near to Chasewind Manor’s gate, as a rider galloped by, crying, “Long live Prince Midalis!” followed by the stinging, “Death to Aydrian!”

Jilseponie swung about, her face a mask of horror and anger, her breathing suddenly shallow.

“It won’t come to that,” Roger assured her, moving right beside her and wrapping one arm about her waist. “They are frightened, that is all. The bluster of criers is to rouse the people to a cause. They cannot—”

Jilseponie held her hand up to stop him. She understood quite well the need for such strong words when the folk would soon be asked to stand firm against an army.

But that didn’t lessen the sting.

“So you have decided to fight,” Jilseponie remarked when she caught up to Bishop Braumin and Master Viscenti a bit later on, in Braumin’s office on the main floor of St. Precious.

“The choice was never ours to make,” Braumin said to her. “I held audience on the square outside of St. Precious.”

“Without sending word to me or to Roger in Chasewind Manor?”

“I had not planned it to be so definitive a speech,” Braumin told her, and she knew the man to be sincere. “I planned to tell the gathering simply to measure their feelings on this.”

“You understand what you ask of them?”

“I know what they demanded of me,” Braumin replied.

“As soon as he told them the truth of our self-proclaimed king, and the truth of his companion, the folk needed no convincing,” the recently arrived Master Viscenti put in. “They will not tolerate the return of Marcalo De’Unnero unless that return is with chains about him!”

“They are loyal to the line of Ursal, and the crown has been stolen,” Braumin added.

Jilseponie stared at him hard, recognizing clearly the conflict that remained within the man. Yes, he was somewhat relieved that the people had grabbed on to his simple statements of fact and taken control of the momentum from that point forward, but there remained within Braumin a good deal of guilt and trepidation about all of this.

“You will lock the gates and not allow Aydrian entrance?”

The bishop of Palmaris squared his shoulders. “I will.”

“And what will you do when Aydrian knocks those gates down?”

“Are we to surrender to him?” Braumin asked, suddenly animated, waving his arms and storming about. “Can the strongest simply take the throne with impunity? Are we not a land of tradition and law?”

Now it was Jilseponie’s turn to stand quiet and hold fast to her stance.

“If you fight beside us, we have a chance,” said Braumin.

Jilseponie was shaking her head before he ever finished the sentence. “I have business that will take me far from this place, likely never to return.”

“You will forsake us in this dark time?” Viscenti put in.

“The day is dark, I do not doubt,” Braumin added. “But who are we if we allow our mortal fears to defeat our principles? Who are we if we choose the comfort of the flesh over the serenity of the soul? We know what has happened here. We see the injustice clearly.”

“And you resist that injustice,” Jilseponie remarked.

“As should you. Are you not the same Jilseponie who stood fast beside Elbryan against the direst of odds? Are you not the same Jilseponie who would have given her life before denouncing her principles in the face of the demon-possessed Markwart?”

Jilseponie gave Bishop Braumin a pleading look, as desperate an expression as the man had ever seen, as she answered, “He is my son.”

“Then we cannot win!” Viscenti lamented, and he turned away, throwing up his hands in despair.

“You cannot win in any case,” Jilseponie said to him. “Not here, not now. You have seen my strength with the gemstones, and believe that such power would bolster enough to resist. But I have seen Aydrian’s strength, and it is greater still! He will knock down the gates of Palmaris if they are closed before him.”

“Then all hail King Aydrian!” Master Viscenti dramatically cried, swinging about to face the woman. “And all hail Father Abbot De’Unnero! Damn the traditions of Church and State alike! Damn the—”

“There is a third course open to you,” Jilseponie said to Braumin.

The bishop glanced at Viscenti, who quieted at once, and both turned to Jilseponie, eager for her counsel.

“Defy Aydrian with a soft wall of resistance,” Jilseponie explained. “Make a stand here if you must, but do not include all of your resources in that stand. Allow your line to bend, all the way to Vanguard.”

Bishop Braumin looked even more intrigued.

“Only the unified opposition of the folk of Honce-the-Bear holds any hope of defeating Aydrian now,” Jilseponie went on. “He holds the Kingsmen army of Ursal at his disposal, the Allheart Knights among them, and many thousands more in reserve, gathered from the lands about Entel. The people do not know enough to deny his claim as their king, particularly when that claim is made at the end of an Allheart lance. Such a common denial of Aydrian, if it is to grow, cannot begin until Prince Midalis publicly makes his claim to the throne.”

It all made sense, of course, except …

“You ask me to surrender the city,” Braumin remarked.

“I ask you to save the garrison for Prince Midalis,” Jilseponie corrected. “For he will need every ally he can find before this is ended.”

“You will go to him?”

Jilseponie stepped back and offered no reply, for in truth, she hadn’t thought that far ahead. A moment later, she just shook her head. “I’m going home,” she said softly. “At this time, I need to go home.”

Master Viscenti started to argue that course, but the perceptive Braumin understood clearly that nothing more could be said here, and so he held up his hand to silence Viscenti. He reached out and took Jilseponie by the shoulders, looking her right in the eye.

“Forgive my … forgive our callousness,” he said softly. “You have been through so very much. You owe the people of Honce-the-Bear nothing, my friend. Go home and heal, Jilseponie.”

“Bishop!” Viscenti started to say, but again Braumin stopped him with an upraised hand. He walked away from Jilseponie then, moving quickly to his desk, and from the top drawer, he produced a small pouch.

“Take these with you,” he offered, handing the bag of gemstones to Jilseponie. She motioned as if to resist taking them, but Braumin only pushed them toward her more forcefully. “Use them as you see fit, or use them not at all. But you must have them.” He looked deeply into her eyes, the caring look of a dear friend, and nodded. “Just in case.”

Jilseponie took the pouch, and the two monks moved for the door.

“A soft wall of resistance?” Bishop Braumin asked.

Jilseponie merely shrugged and walked out of the room and the abbey, the two monks in tow.

“It is my fervent hope that you will find your heart and your strength and join us in this battle,” Bishop Braumin said to her. “We have fought so hard to win the Abellican Church to Avelyn’s vision, to bring the common man more fully into our protective fold. Marcalo De’Unnero would destroy all that we have accomplished in short order, I am sure.”

“Avelyn’s vision?” Jilseponie echoed softly and skeptically, for she wasn’t even sure of what “Avelyn’s vision” might truly be. She thought of the “mad friar” then, the drunken brawler she had met in a tavern not far from Pireth Tulme when she had been serving in the Coastpoint Guards. This man who had defeated Bestesbulzibar in the bowels of Mount Aida at the cost of his own life. This man who had taught her the gemstone use. What might Avelyn think of all of this? Would he, perhaps, be as weary of it all as was she?

A wagon pulled up then, unexpectedly, and all three turned to regard the driver, a diminutive man.

“Come along,” Roger said to his friend. “We’ve a long road ahead and I intend to make a good start this day.”

Despite her glum mood and true despair, Jilseponie Wyndon Ursal could not deny her smile at the sight of Roger and Dainsey sitting in a wagon laden for the road.

The long road that would take her home.


Chapter 8
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The Lesser of Two Evils

“THEY WEAR THE COLORS OF A JACINTHA LEGION,” THE TALL AND LEAN PAROUD informed Pagonel, his accent, like his name, telling the mystic that he was from the southweastern corner of Behren, the Cosinnida region. Pagonel had been surprised, when Yatol Wadon’s assistant had introduced him to the three Jacintha ambassadors, to find a Cosinnida man among them. Cosinnida was the province of Yatol Peridan, after all, who was causing dire troubles for Jacintha by pressing the war against Yatol De Hamman. It merely illustrated to the mystic how tumultuous the situation in Behren truly was at that time, with no real battle lines delineated.

The two men, along with the other two emissaries from Yatol Wadon, stood on a rocky bluff to the north of Dahdah Oasis, looking down at the sanctuary. They had marched out of Jacintha a few days before, bound for Dharyan-Dharielle to strengthen the alliance between the great cities. Tipped off on the road by some merchants, the foursome had veered to the north and the higher ground.

Sure enough, a legion had entered Dahdah, nearly three hundred soldiers, and wearing the colors of one of the Jacintha garrisons.

“Perhaps they are merely tardy on their return, and have at last found their way home,” remarked Pechter Dan Turk, the oldest of the ambassadors. He was a short man with thick gray hair hanging to his shoulders and a great gray moustache. His skin was ruddy and, like those of so many of the open desert people, his eyes seemed locked in a perpetual squint.

“They have wandered for months?” the third of the Jacintha contingent, a strong-jawed and heavily muscled man named Moripicus, asked doubtfully. “Even the stupidest of soldiers understands that the sun rises in the east, yes? And since Jacintha lies on the eastern coast, finding their way home should not have presented much of a challenge, yes?”

“They are not returning to Jacintha,” Pagonel observed, and the other three looked at him curiously.

“Not directly, at least,” the mystic clarified. “They are loading their wagons with supplies—more than an entire army would need for the march from here to Jacintha, especially if that walk was to be along the open and easy road.”

That was true enough, all of them realized as they looked more closely. The group had come in to Dahdah to resupply for an extended march, it seemed, and likely a march into the barren desert.

“Bardoh?” Moripicus asked.

“That is what we must discern,” said Pagonel.

Pechter Dan Turk laughed aloud. “If they are allied with Yatol Bardoh, then they will be less than welcoming to the emissaries of Yatol Mado Wadon!”

“And even less welcoming to a Jhesta Tu mystic, one might suppose,” added Paroud.

Pagonel nodded but didn’t respond. A moment later, he started walking toward the oasis.

“Where are you going?” Moripicus demanded.

“To get some answers,” replied Pagonel. “You three can go in if you choose, but move to the road back in the east a bit, and enter openly along it. We have no affiliation, and no knowledge of each other. I will rejoin you to the west of the oasis this same night.”

“What are we to do now, then?” Paroud asked, as soon as Pagonel moved out of sight.

“We might just move around the oasis from the north and await the mystic on the western road,” Pechter Dan Turk offered.

“With our skins empty of water?” Moripicus asked.

“With our skins still on our bodies!” Pechter Dan Turk replied.

“Information is our ally here,” Moripicus scolded him. “We go to grovel at the feet of the smelly To-gai-ru and we do not even know for certain that Yatol Bardoh is assembling any force against Yatol Mado Wadon. There lie our answers.”

“We can walk right in,” Paroud agreed. “Greetings, possible traitors! We are ambassadors from Yatol Wadon, whom you wish to kill!”

Moripicus narrowed his eyes as he stared at the sarcastic man from Cosinnida.

“We are no such thing,” Pechter Dan Turk put in. “We are … merchants. Yes, merchants! Traveling the road about Jacintha.”

“Without wares?” Moripicus said dryly.

“In search of wares!” Pechter Dan Turk insisted.

“Without money?” said Paroud, before Moripicus could point out that obvious shortcoming in the disguise.

“We … we,” Pechter Dan Turk stammered over a few possibilities, then just shook his head and blurted, “We buried our money in the desert nearby! One cannot be too careful about thieves, after all!”

“Yes, and when we tell that to hungry renegade warriors, they will take us into the desert at spearpoint, and when we cannot give them any money, they will run us through and leave us for the vultures to pick clean!”

“But …” Pechter Dan Turk started to argue, but he was cut short by Moripicus.

“We are scholars.”

The other two looked at him doubtfully.

“Is not the Library of Pruda now reassembled in Dharyan-Dharielle?” Moripicus asked. “So we will become scholars, walking the road to the Library of Pruda, and if any of the soldiers down there take exception to that library now being in the city of the Dragon of To-gai, we will simply agree. Tell them that we despise the thought of our great scholarly works being in the hands of dirty Ru dogs.”

“Yes, we are going merely to ensure that the precious works survive,” Paroud added, catching on to the possibilities.

“Scholars, scholars from Pruda, and without political aspirations or affiliations, except that we all hate the To-gai-ru,” said Moripicus.

“An easy enough mask to carry,” agreed Paroud, who did indeed hate the To-gai-ru.

“Then why go to Dharyan-Dharielle?” asked the oblivious Pechter Dan Turk. “The place is crawling with Ru!”

The other two just looked at each other and rolled their eyes, then started back to the southeast, to strike the road far out of sight of Dahdah.

Several merchant caravans were in the oasis, as usual, but the place was dominated by the presence of the soldiers. They were everywhere, at the water’s edge and mingling about every caravan with impunity. They inspected wares, and simply took what they wanted.

Pagonel felt the eyes upon him as soon as he walked into the oasis area. He was not wearing his Jhesta Tu robes for this dangerous return trip, but he certainly did not seem to fit in among the dirty rabble and loud merchants. He took care not to make eye contact with any of the warriors, so as not to begin any confrontation. He was here to gather information, not start a war.

He moved quietly across the shade of a line of date trees nearer to a merchant wagon, whose owner was apparently confronting a soldier.

“You cannot just take what you wish to take!” the merchant cried, and he reached for a silken swatch the soldier held.

The soldier pulled his hand back and blocked the advancing merchant with his free hand. “I have a sword,” he warned, flashing a toothy smile.

The merchant backed off a step and waved his fist in the air. “I have a sword, too!” he insisted.

“Ah yes, but I have three hundred swords,” the soldier retorted, and he nodded. Three other men descended on the poor merchant, herding him back toward his wagon, slapping and kicking him repeatedly, and laughing all the while.

“The authorities in Jacintha will hear of this!” the man cried. “I have friends in Chom Deiru!”

That was all the soldiers needed to hear, but not to any effect the merchant had hoped. He was still waving his fist in the air when the nearest soldier drew out a dagger and plunged it into his side. He wailed and fell away—or tried to, for the other two similarly drew out knives.

The three fell over him, stabbing him repeatedly even as he slumped down to the ground.

Pagonel had to fight every instinct within him not to intervene, reminding himself repeatedly that to do so might hold greater consequences than the unfortunate murder of this one man.

“Are you a friend of this man?” the soldier with the clean hands and silk swatch demanded when he turned to see Pagonel standing there watching.

“I am a simple traveler,” the Jhesta Tu mystic replied.

“To where? To Jacintha?”

“I have come from Jacintha,” Pagonel answered. “My road is west.”

“He’s got Ru blood in him,” said one of the men who had finished with the dead merchant.

“Yeah, he’s got the stink of Ru all about him,” agreed a second, and all three moved to join their companion, who was holding the stolen silk. Two even fanned out a bit, somewhat hemming in the mystic.

“You know what we do to Ru in Behren, eh?” remarked one of the bloody knife-wielders, and he brandished his blade threateningly.

Pagonel kept a proper amount of attention on the blustering man, but he noticed the arrival of his three companions, then, wandering into the oasis area down the eastern road. They nodded and bowed to every soldier they passed, trying to be diplomatic, even submissive, but in truth doing nothing more than drawing attention to themselves.

They made their way quickly past the various groups of soldiers, walking swiftly, but then Paroud noticed Pagonel, the soldiers moving in closer, and he stopped short, all three gawking in the mystic’s direction.

“I desire no trouble, friends,” Pagonel said quietly. “I have come from the southland, following rumors of turmoil. My masters wish to help, if they may, in healing Behren’s wounds.”

“Wounds?” asked the soldier with the silk. He looked to his friends and they all laughed. “All that is wounded are the coffers of the imposter Chezru! They have been torn asunder, their gems and jewels spilling out.”

“Spilling out to our waiting hands!” another added.

“You march to Jacintha?” Pagonel asked.

“You ask too many questions,” one of the men retorted. “Who is your master?”

“Yes, tell us where we must send your headless body,” another added. The two men who had fanned out to each side moved in closer then, brandishing their knives dangerously close to the seemingly unarmed mystic.

Pagonel glanced to the side, to see another group of soldiers closing fast on his three traveling companions. Those three noticed it as well.

Paroud broke left, screaming as he ran back toward the east. He would have been captured almost immediately, and likely gutted, but then Moripicus pointed at Pagonel, and shouted, “Jhesta Tu!”

Every soldier in the area froze in place, and all eyes turned toward Pagonel.

The mystic felt the soldiers at his sides move in a bit closer, felt them tense up, as if preparing to strike.

He moved first, snapping his hands up suddenly, smashing the back of his fists into their faces. The man directly before him struck out hard with his knife, a slash aimed for Pagonel’s face.

But the mystic was far below the strike as the blade cut past, having dropped into a sudden low crouch.

Pagonel punched across with his right hand, smashing the inside of the soldier’s right knee and buckling his leg out. A quick reversal had Pagonel’s elbow smashing the inside of the man’s left knee, similarly widening his stance, and then the mystic brought his hand back to center and turned his arm to the vertical and delivered the coup de grace by punching straight up between the stunned man’s widespread legs.

He lifted the soldier right off the ground with the weight of the blow, and given its location, all fight went out of the soldier. The man sucked in his breath, clutched at his groin, and slowly tumbled down to the side.

Pagonel wasn’t watching, though. As soon as he delivered the crippling blow, the mystic brought his hand back in close and leaped a sideways somersault to the right, landing lightly on his feet in perfect balance and coming up suddenly and ferociously before the knife-wielding soldier. He led with his forearm as he rose, pushing aside the man’s feeble attempt to stab at him, then driving his arm across the man’s face, knocking him backward.

As Pagonel retracted, the soldier was still stumbling, his head still up from the blow, offering a fine opening at his throat.

Pagonel’s stiffened left hand took that opening, though the mystic held back enough so that he did not actually kill the man.

The soldier gasped and fell away and Pagonel swung back the other way to meet the charge of the third.

More to dodge it than to meet it, actually, for the mystic fell suddenly again, spinning as he dropped and swinging one foot out wide to trip up the advancing soldier.

Up came Pagonel as the man flailed and stumbled in a turning descent. The mystic’s fists hit him, left, right, left, on the chest as he went down, and Pagonel leaped away.

It had all happened in the blink of an eye, it seemed, and so the soldier holding the stolen silk swatch was still not even ready with any kind of defense. He flailed his arms wildly before him to fend off the mystic, but Pagonel wasn’t really engaging him anyway, but rather, was using him as a springboard to the top of the merchant’s wagon. A great leap brought the mystic up high and he planted his foot on the flailing man’s shoulder and leaped away from there, easily gaining the wagon roof and rushing across to the other side.

Paroud heard Moripicus’ cry, and though he felt sorry that his friend had betrayed Pagonel, he was certainly glad for the personal reprieve! For those soldiers who had begun to take up the chase on him stopped suddenly and swung back the other way.

The frightened man mingled into a group of merchants, scrambling through their ranks and out the back side of their wagons, making his way to the lower ground by the water’s edge. Then he ran along that edge, using the distraction to get all the way out of the oasis. He ran flat out down the eastern road, back the way he had come, back toward the safety of Jacintha.

Across the way, Pechter Dan Turk similarly used the distraction to move away, but he, unlike his companion, headed for the west.

Moripicus hesitated at his spot for a short while, watching Pagonel’s furious escape attempt, and even whispered, “Forgive me, mystic,” then turned to follow Pechter Dan Turk.

He turned right into the blocking chest of a soldier, though, and one who had obviously heard his soft plea for forgiveness.

Pagonel hit the ground softly, his legs buckling under him as he fell sidelong to the sand. He reversed his momentum completely and rolled back under the wagon, coming to his belly directly beneath it. He pushed up hard with his hands, lifting himself right from the ground to slam up against the undercarriage of the wagon. Out snapped his hands and feet, pressing out against the frame and locking the mystic in place.

Soldiers swept by the wagon, scrambling all about to catch up to him. A couple were even cunning enough to fall and glance under the wagon, but none moved under enough and turned his eyes up to see the splayed mystic in his perch.

Gradually, the tide of soldiers swept away, but Pagonel had to hold his position much longer, he knew.

He heard a commotion over by the area where he had engaged the three men, heard a familiar voice pleading for mercy.

“I warned you!” Moripicus begged. “I told you he was Jhesta Tu, yes?”

“And how did you know?” an angry soldier demanded.

Pagonel took a deep breath. He could tell from the soldier’s tone that this was not going to go well for Moripicus. The mystic dropped to the sand, landing on hands and knees and looking out toward the voices.

Just in time to see Moripicus forced down to his knees, his head pulled forward forcefully by a soldier tugging his hair, while two others held his arms back.

Pagonel was about to shout out, and to roll out from under the wagon, but it was too late, and all he could do was avert his eyes as another soldier brought his great khopesh swinging down to behead the man.

Tellingly, the executioner invoked the name of “Chezru Tohen Bardoh” as he carried out the death sentence.

Pagonel gave a quick scan of the area, trying to sort out the other two Jacintha emissaries, but neither was to be found. With great regret, the mystic went back up tight under the wagon and waited for the cover of darkness.

Pechter Dan Turk crouched behind a dune, shivering in the cold night air and terrified that pursuit would come out from that now-distant oasis. He knew Moripicus was dead, though he had already been out and running to the west before the execution, and knew, too, that he would also be killed if the soldiers caught up to him.

What to do?

He thought that he should return to Jacintha to report this tragedy to Yatol Wadon, though he didn’t like the prospects of trying to slip past the legion.

What then? Was he to go on to Dharyan-Dharielle? The man had been uneasy with the prospects of dealing with the foreign To-gai-ru all along, but now the thought of going in there alone positively terrified him. At that time, though, huddled in the cold desert sand, the sounds of the night about him, the fires of the legion glowing in the black sky to the east, Pechter Dan Turk would have been relieved indeed to see the gates of the city of the Dragon of To-gai.

A noise to the side startled him, and he snapped his gaze that way, his eyes wide. He trembled and huddled, trying to stay lower in the sand.

A pair of pale eyes stared back at him for a moment, and then the creature, a small, doglike lupina, wandered away, skittering fast and looking back at him. A single lupina didn’t seem much of a threat, but Pechter Dan Turk knew enough about the open desert to realize that where there was one lupina, there were usually a dozen more.

He knew that he had to move, had to find some defensible ground where a host of lupinas couldn’t come at him all at once. He wanted to go, he consciously willed his arms and legs to unfold and to start away, but he simply couldn’t begin.

And then a hand tapped him on the shoulder.

Pechter Dan Turk locked in place, a silent scream reverberating throughout his tense body. His leg felt warm from his own release.

“One of your companions is dead,” Pagonel said softly. “The soldiers killed Moripicus in the name of Chezru Bardoh.”

So relieved was Pechter Dan Turk to hear the familiar voice of the mystic that he hardly registered the significance of the words Pagonel spoke. He managed to turn his head to regard the man in the dim starlight. He smiled widely and nodded stupidly, and managed to begin breathing again, in short gasps.

Pagonel took him under the arm and helped him up. “We must be on the move throughout the night,” the mystic explained. “Where is Paroud?”

“He ran back to the east,” Pechter Dan Turk replied unsteadily. “He was gone, poof, at the first sign of trouble.”

“That is good,” the mystic said. “Let us hope that he got safely away. Yatol Mado Wadon must be informed that his suspicions are sadly proven true. Yatol Bardoh is gathering his strength and taking considerable strength from Jacintha in that process.”

Pechter Dan Turk looked at him as if he did not understand.

“Your companion was executed in the name of Chezru Bardoh,” Pagonel said again, emphasizing the stolen title.

Pechter Dan Turk shuddered so tightly that it seemed as if he was about to explode. “This is very bad,” he said. “Very bad. Yatol Bardoh is not a kind man!”

“I know him all too well,” Pagonel replied. “Fortunately for any hopes Jacintha has of forming an alliance with the To-gai-ru, Brynn Dharielle knows him well, too.”

Pechter Dan Turk nodded nervously, and Pagonel led him off at a swift pace across the darkened sands.


Chapter 9
 [image: ]

The Second Prize

“TWENTY THOUSAND?” MARLBORO VISCENTI ASKED BISHOP BRAUMIN. THE TWO of them stood at Palmaris’ southern wall, looking out over the farmlands and the many campfires that had sprung up this night, the fires of King Aydrian’s army.

“Perhaps,” Braumin replied, as if it did not matter. Indeed, the numbers seemed hardly to matter, for the bishop had taken Jilseponie’s advice and had built a soft wall of resistance. Most of Palmaris’ garrison was gone now, along with a large percentage of St. Precious’ hundred brothers, slipping out to the north in the hopes of catching up to Prince Midalis as he executed his inevitable march out of Vanguard.

What a difficult decision that had been for Braumin! To surrender Palmaris, with hardly a fight.

He looked around inside the city walls, to see the bustle of preparations. He had given the remaining residents the option of joining in the resistance to the new king and his march, or of simply hiding in their homes, with no repercussions and no recriminations. He was surprised at how many had chosen the way of resistance.

Surprised, and a bit saddened, for he knew that the armies of Ursal would run them over.

Led in spirit and resolve by the five thousand Behrenese of Palmaris—most of whom had come to the city only recently, in the years since the plague—the remaining citizens had decided to lock the gates and offer no hospitality to this usurper named Aydrian. The depth of their commitment to stand beside the line of Ursal and the Abellican Church of Bishop Braumin made Braumin wonder if he had chosen correctly in sending nearly a thousand warriors away.

Or perhaps he should have sent all the soldiers away, and all the citizens who would join them, as well. Leave Palmaris deserted before the advance of the usurper and the wretched De’Unnero!

The bishop chuckled at the impracticality of it all. The fall would soon enough come on in full, and winter arrived early in those areas north of Palmaris, the only escape route from the advance of Aydrian. If Braumin had led the folk of Palmaris into self-imposed exile, he would have been sentencing a good number of them—the majority, even—to certain starvation and death from exposure on the harsh road. And those who did get to Prince Midalis would hardly have bolstered the prince’s cause, but would have dragged him down beneath their dependent weight.

So a partial withdrawal and a partial defense.

For Braumin, there would be no withdrawal. He meant to fight Aydrian—or more pointedly, fight De’Unnero—to the bitter end. Before sunset, word had come that the Ursal fleet was shadowing the army up the Masur Delaval, and would likely seal off the river before the morning.

“You need to leave once more,” Braumin said to Viscenti.

The skinny man turned sharply toward him. “I stand with you!” he insisted.

“You stand as witness,” Braumin corrected. “From across the river. You will bear witness of the fate of Palmaris and St. Precious to our brethren in St.-Mere-Abelle.”

Viscenti seemed to be trembling more than usual. “That is the duty of Bishop Braumin. You, and not lowly Master Viscenti, can go to St.-Mere-Abelle and force Father Abbot Bou-raiy to strong action against De’Unnero.”

“Father Abbot Bou-raiy will need little prodding in that direction,” Braumin assured his friend. “My duty is here, to the people of Palmaris.”

“Palmaris will not stand long against King Aydrian.”

“But Bishop Braumin will hold true to the end,” Braumin explained. “I will serve as a symbol of hope and defiance for the common folk of Palmaris, and for my brethren as they prepare for the long struggle against Marcalo De’Unnero. As Master Jojonah led the way for us, so I shall take up that beacon and help to guide our people through the long night of Aydrian.”

Viscenti shook his head through every word of the dark and prophetic speech. Jojonah was a martyr, having been burned at the stake by Father Abbot Markwart. The image of Jojonah had indeed led the way for many of the younger brothers of the Abellican Church: the way to Avelyn, the way to the Miracle of Aida.

But that didn’t change the fact that Jojonah was dead.

“You go and I will stay,” Viscenti insisted.

Braumin turned his gaze over the man, the bishop looking every bit of his fifty years. “I am not just the abbot of St. Precious,” he quietly and calmly explained. “I am the bishop of Palmaris. As such, I have sworn my loyalty to Father Abbot Bou-raiy and to King Danube and Queen Jilseponie. And mostly, to the common folk of Palmaris, Abellican, and Chezru. I am staying, Master Viscenti, and I am ordering you across the river, this night, before the fleet can close the way. You will bear witness to the fall of Palmaris, the fall of St. Precious, and the fall of Bishop Braumin. You will go to St.-Mere-Abelle and tell them, and you will hold strong the course against Marcalo De’Unnero above all else. There are few I would trust with this most important mission, my friend, my ally. Only because I know that you will carry on do I have the strength within me to do as I know I must do.”

Viscenti started to argue but Braumin draped his hands over the man’s shoulders and held him firm.

“Go,” he bade the diminutive master.

Tears welled in Master Marlboro Viscenti’s eyes as he crept out the back door of St. Precious soon after, rushing with his escorts to the Palmaris long dock, where a group of Behrenese fishermen were waiting to ferry them across the great river.

As dawn broke across the eastern horizon, the spectacle of the force that had come against Palmaris was revealed to the townsfolk in all its splendid glory. A line of soldiers stretched the length of Palmaris’ southern wall and more! Their banners waved in the morning breeze, showing their various legions, or, for the Allhearts, their noble family crests, and one design flew above all others: the bear and tiger rampant, facing each other above a triangular evergreen. How significant that banner seemed to Bishop Braumin, a perversion of Danube’s own and the Abellicans’ own! Danube had ridden under the bear rampant. The Abellican evergreen flew above the guard towers of St.-Mere-Abelle. Aydrian had taken both as his mantle, and had added the tiger—the tiger for De’Unnero, Braumin understood.

The Allheart Knights centered that line of Kingsmen, in their gleaming magnificent armor, the best in all the world, and astride their solid and unshakable To-gai pinto ponies. And in their center sat the grandest spectacle of all: young King Aydrian in his shining gold-lined armor, sitting astride the legendary Symphony, the horse of Elbryan the Nightbird. That stallion, draped in armor plating and a red-trimmed black blanket, seemed on edge, stomping the ground repeatedly.

Trumpets announced the dawn and the arrival of the young king of Honce-the-Bear.

To Braumin Herde, standing on the parapets near to the city’s southern gate, those trumpets heralded naught but doom.

A trio of riders came out from the line, trotting their muscular ponies toward Herde and the southern gate. When they stopped before the gate, the rider in the center took off his great plumed helm and shook out his curly black hair.

“I am Targon Bree Kalas, Duke of Wester-Honce, former Baron of Palmaris,” he announced.

“You are well known to me and to the people of Palmaris,” came Braumin’s reply, and only then did Kalas seem to take note of the bishop. “Under King Danube, we were allies, Church and State joined in harmony for the good of the folk of Honce-the-Bear.”

“Bishop Herde! I bring you greetings and great tidings!” Kalas said with sudden enthusiasm.

“That King Danube is dead,” said Braumin.

“Rest his soul, and long live the king!” Duke Kalas responded, and he swept his arm out to the side and behind him, back toward Aydrian.

“Why do you come to the gates of my city with such an army, Duke Kalas?” Braumin Herde asked, his tone suddenly a bit more demanding.

“We are the escort of the new king, the rightful king by Danube’s own proclamation on that day when he wed Jilseponie,” the duke explained. “Behold Aydrian, the son of Elbryan, the son of Jilseponie! Behold Aydrian, the king of Honce-the-Bear!”

Braumin Herde glanced up and down the line at the puzzled expressions worn by the defenders of Palmaris. This was a bit much to ask of them, the bishop felt at that moment. Kalas was speaking truthfully, and yet Braumin was asking the folk of Palmaris to deny this heir of their two greatest heroes. And that, on top of asking these folk, these brave folk, to stand strong against a trained and outfitted army without the bulk of their own garrison to support them.

And yet, here they were, shoulder to shoulder, manning every spot on the wall.

“Tell me, Duke Kalas,” Bishop Braumin began slowly and deliberately, “what words from Prince Midalis on the ascension of this new king? From obscurity has he risen, a name that few north of Ursal had ever heard mentioned, I would guess. He is the child of Jilseponie and Elbryan, and yet, Jilseponie had no idea that he existed before the fall of King Danube.”

“Then we should be glad that God has given us this gift that is Aydrian,” Duke Kalas replied. “To lead us through the dark times.”

“And upon whose wisdom does this young king rely?” asked the bishop. “On yours, of course, and rightly so. And pray tell us, who else? Who is it that sits astride his horse right behind the young king?”

Even from this distance, Braumin Herde could see Duke Kalas’ face grow very tight.

“Might it be Marcalo De’Unnero, Duke Kalas?” Braumin Herde pressed, slamming home the critical point to the assembled Palmaris folk, and indeed, he heard De’Unnero’s cursed name being whispered up and down the wall. “The same De’Unnero who once ruled Palmaris? The same tyrant who terrorized the folk of Palmaris in the name of Father Abbot Markwart?”

Those questions brought murmurs and shouts of discontent all along the city wall.

“King Aydrian’s ascent was the doing of King Danube, who in his wisdom—” Duke Kalas began.

“Who in his ignorance that Jilseponie had ever given birth, errantly referred to a child of his own loins with his new queen, should that event ever come to pass!” Bishop Braumin interrupted. There, he had said it: an outright denial of Aydrian’s claim; an obvious, intended resistance to this march of the young would-be king.

Bolstered by his own recognition that now it was out there openly, Braumin Herde plowed ahead. “We of Palmaris will accept the sovereignty of King Aydrian when and only when Prince Midalis of Vanguard offers his blessing. We bid you return to Ursal now, with no threat from us, until such time as Prince Midalis, the brother of King Danube who had long been named as rightful heir, can come south from Pireth Vanguard to place his claim to the throne or to condone the ascent of Aydrian. Only then will we of Palmaris swear fealty to the crown.”

“I, we, did not ride here to secure an alliance, Bishop Braumin Herde!” Duke Kalas roared back. “You …” He swept his arm out dramatically to encompass all of those listening. “You all have sworn fealty to the crown of Honce-the-Bear. We have ridden north in a time of great celebration, in announcement that the crown has passed, in accordance with King Danube Brock Ursal’s own wishes and words, to King Aydrian Boudabras. Open wide your gates, Bishop Braumin, and cease your treasonous proclamations. Your king has come to visit!”

“Go home, Duke Kalas,” Braumin Herde replied without the slightest hesitation. “We have heard your words, and Aydrian’s claim to the throne, and we are not moved. Especially so when we consider the theft of the Abellican Church that is even now commencing.”

“Open wide your gates and greet your new king with proper respect,” Duke Kalas warned.

“When Prince Midalis arrives, he will be greeted accordingly,” Braumin replied.

Duke Kalas stared hard at the man for a long while, then scanned the length of the wall, his eyes narrow and threatening. “Is this the decision of Palmaris, then?” he asked, and his reply came forth as a volley of jeers, telling him to go away.

“So be it,” Duke Kalas said to Bishop Braumin. “Do tell your gravediggers to stock up on extra shovels.” He replaced his great plumed helm on his head, then brought his horse about suddenly and galloped back to the Ursal line, the other two Allheart Knights in tow.

“Ye did well,” the man standing next to the bishop of Palmaris remarked, and he patted Braumin on the shoulder.

Braumin offered a grateful nod in reply. He wondered, though, if that man would feel the same way when Palmaris’ walls came tumbling down.

“Jilseponie is behind this treason,” Duke Kalas spat when he returned to his place beside King Aydrian. “You underestimated the power of the witch, and now before us, the gates are closed!”

“Perhaps we should thank her, then,” Marcalo De’Unnero remarked, and the duke and the others stared at him curiously.

“If all the kingdom willingly joins with King Aydrian before Prince Midalis can move south out of Vanguard, the war will be over before it ever begins,” the duke reasoned. “Better for us all if—”

“Do you so fear a fight?” De’Unnero interrupted, cutting short the man’s argument. “Perhaps Palmaris will prove a valuable lesson for the rest of the kingdom. Perhaps it is time that we show the people of the land the price of denying the truth of Aydrian Boudabras.”

That brought a few nods from those close enough to hear, and Kalas let go of his argument and turned to Aydrian for his orders.

Aydrian’s blue eyes bored into the man, reminding him of his encounter with death, reminding him of his journey to the dark realm, when Aydrian had literally pulled him back to life. Those eyes told Kalas profoundly that this man, and not the pitiful Abellican Church, held the secret to life after death, held the secret to immortality itself.

“March to the wall, Duke Kalas,” Aydrian commanded. “If they do not open the gates, we will tear the gates down.”

The duke nodded his obedience, then spurred his pinto away, gathering up his commanders, organizing the first charge.

To the side, remaining quiet, but watching intently, Sadye took a good measure of Aydrian. She could see the strength of the young king. She could see the vision of the man. He was so beyond those around him, De’Unnero included, so enwrapped in a journey of greater glory that he feared nothing at all. Truly, he was king, of Honce-the-Bear and beyond. Truly, all the world should bow before him, for he was … above them.

Sadye caught herself with a deep breath, hardly believing the thoughts that had flooded through her. She studied Aydrian carefully, his intense blue eyes peeking out from the golden rims of his helm, his blond hair showing all about the edges. She looked at his armor, the most magnificent suit in all the world, and she knew even beyond that, that the man beneath those metal plates was more magnificent still.

She did step back from her own fluttering heart to note something else about young and strong Aydrian though, something that she could not miss in his eyes. A twinge of regret, perhaps?

Then the trumpets began to blare, and the thousands of Kingsmen infantry took up their determined march toward the city.

Sadye took up her lute and began to play, a song of battle.

Bishop Braumin watched the approach with a heavy heart. There was no turning back now, no more speeches to give. He had told the people of Palmaris the truth as he had honestly measured it, and they had made their decision to resist this young king. And now the resistance was put right before them.

The soldiers advanced methodically; behind the line, the Allheart Knights, nearly a hundred strong, assembled their ponies in the center of a larger line of cavalry.

A few arrows went out from Palmaris’ wall, falling far short of the still-distant force. Bishop Braumin began to call for a halt to the ineffective fire, but changed his mind. They were nervous, he knew.

A few balls of burning pitch soared out from Palmaris’ tower catapults, to more effect, but still falling far short of the needed defense to deter such an army as approached.

Braumin turned left and right, scanning the wall. The brothers of St. Precious who had remained behind had been given specific gemstones and specific tasks in aiding the defense. Braumin had strategically placed them for maximum effect.

To kill as many attackers as possible.

That realization brought with it tremendous guilt and regret, and old Braumin, no stranger to war and conflict, had to work hard to keep the waves of despair away.

The march progressed in orderly fashion, but then the soldiers entered the area close enough for effective fire. Lines of arrows reached out from Palmaris’ wall, slashing into the long ranks. The first blood stained the field outside the city that morning, and the first cries of agony rent the air, and tore at Bishop Braumin’s heart.

The march broke into a full charge, the Kingsmen roaring out their battle cries and coming on hard. But for all their pomp and presence, for all their glory and military strength, the group that had come to Palmaris was not really prepared to assault a walled city. They had no ladders with them, no ropes with grapnels, no siege towers or battering rams. They came on, shouting and cheering, and with their armor protecting them, the ranks were hardly thinned when they at last reached the city walls.

But then what?

Many spears went up over the walls, and volleys of arrows went at the city’s defenders, and many did fall.

But with the support of the magic-wielding monks, the return fire was far more effective, archers leaning over the walls to shoot down into the milling throng.

Kingsmen herded about the strong and fortified city gates, trying to press them open, to no avail!

The Allheart charge came on then, and was nothing short of spectacular, the thunder of hooves shaking the ground.

And Braumin’s gemstone-wielding monks replied with a barrage of lightning and fire, concentrating on the area about the gates, jolting the soldiers about.

One monk leaped out from the wall, calling the name of Avelyn, and as he landed amidst the throng, he released the power of his gemstone, a ruby, and blasted a fireball in the midst of the attackers, consuming himself and them.

Flaming men ran out of that conflagration, waving their arms and screaming pitifully.

Bishop Braumin turned away and blinked hard against his tears.

From across the field, Aydrian watched the events with growing trepidation. His conscience assailed him, demanding of him that he stop this battle, this march, this war—demanding of him that he find a way of peace.

They are the cattle! Screamed a voice in his head, so suddenly, the same voice that had guided him across the Mirianic to Pimaninicuit to retrieve the gemstones, the same voice that had led his way across Yorkey County to Ursal, the same voice that had shown him the way to destroy King Danube. It was the voice from the mirror, the voice of Oracle, the voice that had shown him the lie of Dasslerond and the promise of his inner strength. They stand before you because they fear you, it told him. They deny the truth of you because they fear the lie that is their ridiculous faith!

Aydrian unwittingly argued with that voice, feeling as if he was a second shadow in the same mirror, like one of the two blurry forms that he used to see at Oracle, which were always at odds. One had told him to listen to Dasslerond, to accept the wisdom of the elves as a gift, while the other had denied that course.

That latter voice, the voice that was now talking to him, had brought him so far from Andur’Blough Inninness, and at all but these crucial and painful moments, it seemed to hold Aydrian heart and soul.

But in light of the scene before him, against the assault of gruesome and horrific images, against the cries of pain, Aydrian’s other voice could not help but question his course and his desires.

That confusion held him in place for many seconds, and showed no sign of resolution. And then a third voice, a physical voice, entered the conversation suddenly and with surprising clarity and certainty.

“You outshine them,” Sadye said to Aydrian, moving her mount right up beside Symphony and putting her hand on his arm. “You are the path to glory and greatness! Let not the cries of the flock deter your course!”

Aydrian looked at her, surprised.

“The people, of Palmaris and of your own army, are already dead!” the woman insisted. “They have been dead for most of their lives, though they simply haven’t realized it!”

She held Aydrian’s gaze a few moments longer, then nodded toward the city walls and the continuing battle.

Aydrian spurred Symphony to leap ahead. He took up his sword, Tempest, with its set gemstones.

A blue-white glow surrounded rider and horse, and then it, and they, were lost in the sudden, explosive burst of fire. That fiery ball dissipated almost immediately, but the flames did not, and on charged Aydrian and Symphony, rider and horse aflame!

Bishop Braumin, along with everyone else, defender and attacker alike, could not ignore the spectacle of the charging Aydrian Boudabras. Braumin wanted to call out for a general focus of the defense against Aydrian, wanted all of his archers and all of the brothers to concentrate their attacks on that single target. If Aydrian fell, would not all of this become moot, after all?

Before the bishop could begin that call, and with many arrows already reaching out toward Aydrian, he felt something, a buzzing in his head, something he could only describe as a white noise.

Confused, the bishop took up his graphite, holding it forth and reaching for its powers to loose a lightning blast at Aydrian.

But he couldn’t quite get there, couldn’t quite find his focus in the stone, against that buzzing white noise.

Braumin opened his eyes to see Aydrian, no longer aflame, astride Symphony behind the main tumult at the gates. The young pretender king held Tempest aloft and seemed deep in concentration.

Braumin understood. In Tempest’s hilt was set a sunstone, the stone of antimagic, and Aydrian was using it now to send out the white noise, the antimagic. Braumin had seen such things before, but what stunned him was the realization that Aydrian’s antimagic wave had not been targeted at him, but rather, at the length of Palmaris’ wall! The young man was denying all magic use by the defenders and was stealing the strongest advantage that he and his brethren held against the armored soldiers of the crown.

“It cannot be,” Braumin muttered. He glanced down the line, to note the confusion on the faces of his brethren as they stared at their gemstones as if they had been deceived.

Without the supporting magic, the tide soon turned against the defenders. The Kingsmen abandoned their tactics of trying to break through the gates, and turned into defensive squares, protecting their archers with their armored bodies and great shields, while those archers increased the barrage against the walls.

The more skilled soldiers, with their stronger bows, began to turn the tide.

And still the antimagic wave held strong. Another brother, apparently misunderstanding, leaped over the wall, ruby in hand, apparently with plans similar to his charred brother. He hit the ground hard, but no fireball erupted from his hand.

He was still working at the gemstone, still trying to bring forth its magic, when the soldiers fell over him and hacked him down.

“It is not possible,” Braumin muttered, and he looked from his gemstones to Aydrian, to the son of Jilseponie. The woman’s warning about his strength echoed in Braumin’s ears at that desperate moment. Jilseponie had told him that Aydrian’s power was beyond him, was beyond them all.

As if recognizing the amazement mounting within Braumin, Aydrian opened his eyes and looked up at the bishop, and even flashed a slight smile.

Then, suddenly, Aydrian started into motion, dropping Tempest in line with the city gates. The white noise disappeared from Braumin’s thoughts, but before he could even register that fact, a tremendous blast of lightning exploded from the gleaming shaft of the magnificent elven-forged sword that Aydrian held so deftly, bursting out in a sudden flash to smash against the Palmaris gates.

Metal melted under that searing heat, and supporting stone pillars split apart, and in the flash of an instant, the great city gates were gone, replaced by a pile of smoking rubble.

Braumin’s eyes widened in horror.

The Allhearts led the charge into the city.

The defense broke apart, the folk and brothers running for cover.

And in denial of any possible countering strike, the white noise returned.

Bishop Braumin stood in the front gatehouse of St. Precious Abbey, looking out over the main square of the city, now occupied by the army of Ursal. The fighting had gone on, in pockets of resistance, throughout the day and long into the night. But now, the morning after Aydrian’s assault, the city was quiet once more.

Braumin could only imagine how many had died out there in the fighting. He had heard that the Ursal soldiers were offering little quarter to the dark-skinned Behrenese. He felt profound guilt for retreating to his abbey, along with many of the remaining brothers. He should have been out there among the folk, fighting to his last.

No, he shouldn’t have, he reminded himself. When the gate had fallen, when the soldiers had charged into the city, the general battle was ended, the outcome a foregone conclusion. If all the folk of the city had taken up arms and charged back at the Allhearts and the Kingsmen, they would have been slaughtered to a man, woman, and child. And so Braumin had called for, and had followed to the letter, the predetermined plan. The defense of the city was never considered plausible for any length of time, and so the bishop had never called for that. If the wall was taken, so went the order, the people were to flee back to their homes.

The fight had come quickly to St. Precious, as Braumin had known it would. He had hoped that his resistance would be stubborn and very costly to the invaders. He had hoped that he would strike a profound and devastating blow to the ambitions of the young usurper Aydrian.

But now that the soldiers had finally closed about the abbey, now that they were at last within range of Braumin’s fury, the white noise had accompanied them, denying the magical response.

And they had come prepared, Braumin saw. They had taken the artillery from Palmaris’ wall, dragged it to the corners of the square, and reassembled it over the course of the night.

The bishop winced as the first bombs smashed against St. Precious’ wall. He looked across the square to Aydrian, who stood resolute with Tempest upraised. He looked to Aydrian’s side, to Marcalo De’Unnero, who stood calm, staring back at him.

“Braumin has ever been a stubborn one,” De’Unnero explained to Aydrian and Kalas, as the bombardment of St. Precious continued around them. “He will not surrender, and will willingly die for his cause. He was like that when he stood beside Elbryan, your father, against Father Abbot Markwart.”

“Is such strength of character not to be commended?” Aydrian asked.

De’Unnero nodded. “Braumin is a fool, and misguided,” the monk explained. “He followed Jojonah and Avelyn and helped to create this ridiculous imposter of a Church.”

“Nearly as ridiculous as its imposter predecessor Church,” Duke Kalas remarked.

De’Unnero shot him a glower. “The people here believe in Braumin, and deeply,” he went on, speaking to Aydrian and trying to keep his gaze away from Kalas. “If we tear down St. Precious and kill him in the process, they will remember, and it will not reflect favorably on the man who would be their king.”

“You just said that we could not turn him,” Duke Kalas remarked.

De’Unnero had no answer.

But between them, Aydrian merely smiled.

Bishop Braumin felt a sense of relief as he finally managed to loose a bolt of lightning at the attackers sometime later, as the white noise finally diminished somewhat. Apparently, there was a limit to Aydrian’s strength and stamina, though that limit seemed far beyond anything any other mortal man or woman had ever achieved!

So now the monks could use their magic again. But apparently the attackers had anticipated such a turn, for the square was all but abandoned, and the bombardment continued only from afar, with catapults launching their bombs from behind the cover of adjacent buildings.

Braumin knew that the end was fast approaching. St. Precious was in shambles, with fires burning in several places, and the integrity of the walls and the strong gates seemed in question. And Braumin understood that Aydrian, if he so chose, could smash down those gates as easily as he had breached the city itself.

But he had not, as yet.

Braumin had no answers. Only twenty brothers remained inside the abbey with him, and they had abandoned all futile efforts to bolster the failing defenses or even to put out the fires. They were assembled in the main chapel, praying, and, like Braumin, waiting for the end.

The bishop moved past them, offering reassurances that God was with them, and then continued out of the room to the back side of the abbey.

At the back wall of the abbey, Bishop Braumin looked out over the rolling waters of the Masur Delaval, and across the towering masts of the Palmaris warships that had closed on the docks as Aydrian had taken the wall. His dear friend Viscenti was out there, he knew, looking back at him.

Braumin clutched his soul stone closer and fell into it. He sent his spirit out, rushing across the waters. St. Precious was lost, he knew. Palmaris had fallen. But there was a lesson here that had to get to St.-Mere-Abelle. There was a measure of Aydrian that would prove invaluable to the brothers who would defend that great abbey, that greatest fortress in all the world, when Aydrian Boudabras at last came against them.

Braumin’s spirit did find the weeping master. He went to the man, knowing that he could be no more than a warm feeling to the confused Viscenti. Markwart had once used the gemstones for actual communication across the miles; Jilseponie could do so, to a degree, as well—but not Braumin. He had never been very powerful with the stones, and so all he could do now was approach Viscenti and concentrate with all his heart and soul on that which he had witnessed, hoping to impart some sense to the master of the power of this enemy Aydrian.

Viscenti reacted to the presence of Braumin by standing up suddenly, his eyes going wide.

Braumin called out to him and focused on those images of Aydrian’s exploits.

He held the connection for as long as he could, though he had no idea of how much added information he had offered to Viscenti in the one-way exchange.

A voice broke his concentration.

Braumin turned suddenly, and then nearly fell over, for there before him stood Marcalo De’Unnero, wearing a wry smile, and wearing, as one arm, the limb of a tiger, its end bloody.

“And so we meet yet again, Brother Braumin,” De’Unnero said.

“Ever enduring is evil,” the bishop replied.

“Ever enduring is your folly,” De’Unnero replied with a laugh. “Need I tell you that the king of Honce-the-Bear has seen fit to relieve you of your duties as bishop of Palmaris?”

Braumin started to answer, but truly had no reply, and so he just stood there, shaking his head.

“You know who he is, of course,” De’Unnero continued. “You know that Duke Kalas announced him honestly. Jilseponie came through here and told you.”

“Told me the truth of this monster, Aydrian,” Braumin replied.

“The truth?” De’Unnero mused, and he moved inside the doorway and stepped to the side. “That is a curious term. So many truths are bantered about, are they not? The truth of Markwart. The truth of Avelyn. The truth of Father Abbot Fio Bou-raiy. Abbot Olin might not agree with that last one.”

“It is not his place to disagree with the College of Abbots.”

“An infallible body indeed,” said De’Unnero. “Here is your truth, Brother Braumin. Aydrian, the son of Jilseponie, the son of Elbryan, is king of Honce-the-Bear. The noblemen support him. The army supports him. The Church supports him.”

Braumin stared at him doubtfully.

“Oh, not the imposter church of Father Abbot Bou-raiy and misguided Braumin Herde. The real Abellican Church, rising once more from the disaster that was Avelyn. Aydrian is king of Honce-the-Bear. That, Brother Braumin, is the truth.”

Braumin steeled his gaze at the hated De’Unnero.

“It is a pity that you cannot see that,” De’Unnero went on. “We are enemies only by your choosing.”

Braumin nearly choked at that remark.

“I do not hate you, brother, though I know you are misguided,” said De’Unnero. “I offer you now a chance to reassess your actions, to see the light of the former and greater Abellican Church.”

“Spare me your lies!” Braumin interrupted strongly, and when De’Unnero laughed again, he added, “And your mercy!”

Braumin started forward then to attack the monk, though he knew that De’Unnero would surely and easily dispatch him. He stopped short, though, as another figure entered the room.

“Meet your new king,” remarked De’Unnero, who had not even flinched at the charge.

“Greetings, Brother Braumin,” said Aydrian. “I have heard so much about you.”

“Save your soft words for those who do not understand the truth of Aydrian,” Braumin countered as strongly as he could manage, though he was surely shaken by the spectacle of the young king in his shining silver-and-gold armor, at the gemstones glittering across his metal breastplate, at the familiar sword strapped at his hip. “How dare you come here in conquest?”

“How dare you deny me entrance?” Aydrian calmly asked.

“If you are the rightful king, then you have nothing to fear from us, for when Prince Midalis accepts you as such, the people of Palmaris—”

Braumin stopped, unable to breathe, as an invisible hand clamped upon his throat. He could hardly believe the strength of that magical grasp, denying him breath, even lifting him up to his tiptoes.

Braumin surely thought his life would end then and there, but Aydrian’s magical hand let him go. He nearly fell over, his hands going to his throat.

“Brother Braumin,” Aydrian began, slowly and deliberately, “the people of Palmaris, the people of all Honce-the-Bear, will accept me as their king, or they will be put out. It is that simple.”

“Murdered, you mean,” Braumin managed to gasp in response.

“A king defends his kingdom,” said De’Unnero.

“But you can help to prevent that tragedy,” Aydrian said to him. “It need not lead to violence and death.”

Braumin looked up at him, the now-former bishop’s eyes narrowing. “You wish to manipulate me into approval, in the hopes of securing Palmaris against the doubts that will grow when the rightful king marches south from Vanguard,” he reasoned, spitting every word with utter contempt. “I will say nothing to aid the usurper Aydrian!”

Aydrian smiled and looked at De’Unnero, then back at Braumin. His smile only widening, the young king held up a gray stone, the same color as the stone that Braumin held in his hands.

“Or perhaps Bishop Braumin will say whatever Aydrian wants him to say,” the sinister De’Unnero replied.
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That voice was with me on the battlefield, guiding my hand—the same voice that I found in the mirror at Oracle.

I still do not know what it is!

The Touel’alfar taught me that humans are not immortal. I am doomed to die, in flesh and in consciousness. I and all akin to me are doomed to nothingness. And yet, at the same time, the Touel’alfar taught me Oracle, that state of meditation where I could find my way in the darkness. At Oracle, I am supposedly guided by my forebears, by Elbryan the Nightbird, my father. But if Elbryan is no more, if his consciousness is gone, rotted with his body, then how do I subsequently contact him? Or do I? Is Oracle, perhaps, merely a place where I can more deeply see that which is in my own mind? This is what I initially believed it to be. Were my instincts correct from the very beginning?

There’s the confusion, for I know from personal experience that Elbryan’s consciousness lives on. When I went to the grave of Elbryan and claimed Tempest and Hawkwing as my own, I reached that spirit and pulled it forth! I nearly pulled it completely from the realm of death, and believe that I could have done so, had I chosen to pursue that course!

Is it that the spirit lives on, but is trapped in emptiness unless brought forth by a living person, such as at Oracle or on the cold field that day by Elbryan’s grave? Do we become in death huddled and trapped blurs, shadows of what we once were, and wholly dependent upon another conscious, free-acting being to summon the power to temporarily break us out of death’s bondage?

It is an intriguing thought, for if that is the case, then is there, within the gemstones, a way for me truly to cheat death? To live on beyond the span of Lady Dasslerond’s years? To live on forever? Is there, within the gemstones, a way in which I might offer eternal life to those around me?

This is what Duke Kalas believes, and it is the only reason he follows me so devoutly. On one level, Kalas knows me as a usurper, as the one who stole the throne from the bloodline of his beloved friend and king. Kalas hates my mother and was no friend to my father—and the duke steadfastly believes—or rather, believed—that the throne of Honce-the-Bear must be reserved for the select few who are properly bred to be king. And yet, he is one whose loyalty I do not doubt, not for one instant. I hold Duke Kalas solidly in my court because he was dead, by my hand, and I gave him back his life! Duke Kalas, who long ago lost faith in the Abellican Church, who long ago lost all of his faith, now sees in me the promise, or at least the hope, of immortality.

He will never go against me.

Can I offer that which he so desires? Am I the way to eternity? I honestly do not know. Twice now I have waged battle with death, and in neither instance was I impressed by the netherworld’s grasp on the departed spirit. And there may be something more, something tangible and physical—a joining of mind and body and spirit in a union untouched by pain and age. The shadow in the mirror has hinted of this, has told me quietly that I can achieve such a union through the powers of the hematite and that in that state, I will be beyond the reach of spears and disease and death itself. Perhaps I will find my answers, to my own immortality and to that of those around me. Perhaps I will find my answers, will find all the answers, within the swirl of a soul stone.

It is all too confusing, I fear, and all too distracting. Of one thing I am certain: only the great are remembered. Those people who stand above the populace, those people who stand above the kings, they are the ones spoken of as the years become decades and the decades become centuries.

It is my destiny to rule. I know that. The voice on the field, be it that of Elbryan or one merely expressing that which is in my own thoughts and heart, speaks truly. I prefer that my march be a peaceful one. I do not enjoy the killing. But I know I lead the world to a better place. I know that when Aydrian is king of all mankind, the world will come to realize greater peace and prosperity than ever before. And so the end result is worth the bloodstains of the ignorant. And so those who die in the name of King Aydrian are dying to create a better world.

It is in this knowledge and confidence that I am able to deny the screams of the dying. It is in this sense of destiny that I find my way along the road of life.

There was another voice on the field outside of Palmaris that day. When I hesitated, there was one beside me, reminding me.

Sadye has come to understand my march. Sadye, wise Sadye, knows the profound difference between mortality and immortality, between living and surviving, between invigorating excitement and deathly routine. She fears nothing. She shrinks from no challenge. She engaged Marcalo De’Unnero because he was the weretiger, not in spite of that fact. She exists on the very edge of disaster because she knows that only there can a person be truly alive. She is keeping me there, as well, herding my march along a straight and determined line. She is holding me on a precipice, and the stronger the wind that blows behind us, threatening to blow us over that cliff face, the wider is her smile.

Sadye knows.

—KING AYDRIAN BOUDABRAS


Chapter 10
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His Widening Sphere of Influence

FOR AS LONG AS ANYONE COULD REMEMBER, THE PIPING OF THE FOREST GHOST had haunted the forests of the Timberlands about the towns of Dundalis, Weedy Meadow, and End o’ the World. And so it was this night, the delicate melody drifting through the trees, seeming so much a part of the night that many of the folk of Dundalis did not even notice until a friend pointed it out.

The three visitors to the town surely marked the piping of the Forest Ghost as soon as it had drifted in on the evening breeze, though, for they had come here in the hopes of finding that very piper.

“Bradwarden,” Roger Lockless said with great reverence. “It is good to hear his music once again.”

“I’m thinking that Pony’s agreein’ with ye,” Dainsey remarked with a smirk. She stared at Pony, drawing Roger’s gaze there, as well.

There sat Pony, on the front porch of Fellowship Way, the town’s single tavern, her eyes closed and rocking gently in rhythm with the music.

Roger and Dainsey looked to each other and smiled wistfully, glad to see that a measure of calm had come to tortured Pony’s beautiful face. They let her sit there for a long, long while, basking in the moonlight and the melody, before Roger finally remarked, “Bradwarden is not far.”

Pony opened her eyes sleepily and looked over at the couple.

“Shall we go?” Roger asked her.

Pony hesitated for a moment, then shook her head. “Not we,” she said. “I wish to speak with Bradwarden alone, at first.”

Roger hid the wounded look before it could blossom on his face.

“ ’Course ye do!” Dainsey said. “But ye best be goin’, then. Bradwarden’s not one to stay about for long, from all that I heard o’ him.”

“You heard right,” Pony agreed, and she pulled herself from the wooden chair and straightened her breeches and tunic, pointedly adjusting the pouch of gemstones hanging on her belt at her right hip. With a nod to her friends, she started away, skipping down the few steps to the main road of Dundalis village. With a look around at the quiet routines of the Dundalis night, she headed straight out to the north.

The forest night swallowed her in its profound blackness, but Pony was not the slightest bit afraid. These were the haunts of her childhood, where she and Elbryan had run the same trails that she moved along now. Far out of town, the music floating in the air all about her, she seemed no closer to finding Bradwarden than when she had been sitting on the porch. That was part of the centaur’s magic. His song was simply part of the night and never seemed to emanate from anywhere specifically. It was just a general tune, filtering fully about the trees. Standing there, turning slowly, Pony could not begin to guess the direction of the piper.

With a determined nod, a reminder to herself of what Dasslerond had done to her, the woman reached into her gemstone pouch and brought forth a hematite, a soul stone. She moved it in close to her breast and closed her eyes, focusing her thoughts on the smooth feel of the gray stone. There was a depth to this one above all the other enchanted gemstones, an inviting richness, and into that gray swirl went Pony’s thoughts, and into that gray swirl went Pony.

She escaped her mortal coil and moved out, looking back at herself as she stood motionless, clutching the stone that had become the link between her body and her spirit.

Free of her mortal bonds, Pony soared out on the same night breezes that carried the centaur’s melody. She floated up high, above the canopy, and willed herself along at great speed, covering the distance more quickly than even mighty Symphony ever could.

When she found Bradwarden, she found, too, a warmth in her heart as profound as that she had felt when she had first seen Braumin and Roger again. There he was, eight hundred pounds of muscle. From a distance, an ignorant onlooker might have thought him a large rider on a small bay mount, but up close it became evident that the rider and mount were one and the same, for Bradwarden’s muscular human torso, waist up, rose where the neck of his horse body should have begun.

Intent on his music, the centaur’s eyes were closed as he held the bagpipes tucked under his powerful arm, while his hands worked the many openings along its neck. His hair was still black and wild, with a full beard and great curly locks, and though he was older now, no slackness had come into his corded muscles. The centaur looked as if he could crush stone under that powerful arm as easily as he was squeezing the air out of his musical pipes.

Pony’s spirit slipped down near to him and hovered about for a few moments, until the centaur, apparently sensing the presence, popped open wide his intense eyes. His song ended with a discordant shriek.

The centaur glanced all around, seeming on his guard and confused.

Pony didn’t move her spirit any closer. One of the great risks of spirit-walking was the ever-present instinct of the spirit to dive into a corporeal body. Spirit-walking was a prelude to possession, and possession, Pony knew, was nothing to be taken lightly. Still, the woman dared to reach out to Bradwarden, to impart to him a rush of warmth and friendship.

“Bah, but it can’no be,” he muttered, and then he blinked and looked about curiously, for the sensation was gone.

With Bradwarden located, Pony wasted no time in setting out as soon as her spirit rushed back through the soul stone and into her corporeal body. She had marked the way well and knew enough of the area to measure accurately the distance and the time it would take her to reach the piping centaur. When she heard the song renewed, she gained confidence, and a bit of a smile, that she had reassured Bradwarden enough to keep him in place.

A short while later, the piping stopped again, but this time it wasn’t because Bradwarden had felt the presence of a ghost, but rather, that he had recognized the presence of a dear old friend.

“Ah, so many’re the times I’ve wondered if I might be seein’ ye again, Pony o’ Dundalis!” he said as she walked out of the shadows of the trees before him.

Pony’s lips began to move, but she couldn’t begin to get a word out at that moment, and so she just rushed across the small clearing and leaped up against the centaur, wrapping him in a tight hug.

“The queen is out without an army at her side?” Bradwarden asked, finally managing to push her back to arm’s length. “But yer husband’d not be happy by that …”

He stopped and looked at her curiously.

“My husband is no more,” Pony admitted. “King Danube has passed from this world.”

“Then ye’re on yer way to find Prince Midalis,” the centaur reasoned, but his tone was quite telling to Pony, revealing to her that he held more trepidation at her announcement than perhaps he should have.

“When Prince Midalis comes through here, it will be at the head of his army,” Pony replied. “And that army had better be a formidable one if he is to hold any hopes of taking the throne that is rightfully his.”

Bradwarden looked at her knowingly and slowly nodded.

“You knew of him,” Pony stated.

“Midalis?”

Pony shook her head and stepped back, out of the centaur’s reach. “Do not play coy with me, Bradwarden. For too long, we have been friends. How many enemies have we stood against, side by side? Was it not Bradwarden himself who saved me and Elbryan at the Barbacan after we did battle with the demon dactyl?”

“Oh, but don’t ye go reminding me o’ that!” the centaur wailed dramatically, his tone going lighter. “Ye got no way o’ knowin’ how much a mountain hurts when it falls on ye, woman! Ye got—”

He stopped short, for Pony stared at him hard, not letting him change the subject and wriggle away so easily.

“You knew of him,” Pony said again, sternly. “And I speak not of Prince Midalis. I speak of Aydrian, my son, and you knew of him!”

Bradwarden’s lips tightened and seemed to disappear beneath his thick beard and mustache.

“You did!” Pony accused. “And you did not tell me! Were you in league with Lady Dasslerond all along, then? Do you find it so easy to deceive someone you name as friend?”

“No!” the centaur shot back. “And no.” His voice softened, as did his expression. “I met yer boy two years ago, when winter began its turn to spring. He had Tempest and Hawkwing, and had brought Symphony to his side.”

“So I have learned,” Pony said bitterly.

“Ah, but it’s a sad day for all the creatures o’ the world when Symphony’s at the side o’ that one,” the centaur lamented. “And no, woman, I was no party to Lady Dasslerond on this, and though I’ve e’er seen the wisdom o’ the Touel’alfar, never before has such a mistake been made.”

“You’ve known for years, and yet you did not come to me and tell me,” said Pony in the voice of a friend betrayed, a voice thick with sadness and disappointment.

“And how might I be doing that?” the centaur said. “Ye’re thinking I might be galloping into Ursal to talk to the queen?”

Pony looked at him and gave a sigh and a helpless shrug.

“Ah, but ye’re right,” the centaur admitted. “I should o’ done more, though I wasn’t knowing what I might be doing! But ye got to believe me on this, me Pony, me friend. Yer son’s got not the blessing o’ Bradwarden.”

Pony shrugged again, then came forward and wrapped Bradwarden in a hug, and though that embrace was supposed to show the centaur that all was forgiven, was in effect supposed to comfort Bradwarden, as the centaur wrapped his muscular arms about Pony and held her even closer, it was she who was most comforted. The tears began to flow, and she let them come forth. Her shoulders bobbed with sobs, but Bradwarden held her steady and tight.

Sometime later, Pony moved back from the centaur and gave a little self-deprecating laugh as she reached up to wipe her tears away.

“What a silly old woman I’ve become,” she said.

“Ye’re neither,” the centaur replied without hesitation. “If ye’re feeling a bit old now, then ye’ve the right, I’m guessing. Not many who’ve seen such pain as Pony.”

“And it is only beginning, I fear.”

“Bah, it’s one more thing for ye—for us—to go out and beat, don’t ye know?” Bradwarden said.

Pony looked at him skeptically. “You want me to fight against my own son?”

Bradwarden didn’t even bother to answer.

And Pony understood, and she gave another sigh of resignation.

“Prince Midalis will be riding hard to put things aright, and he’s to be needing Pony at his side,” the centaur said.

“And Pony’s to be needing Bradwarden at her side, to hold her on her feet,” the woman said.

The centaur flashed that typical grin of ultimate confidence and promised with a wink, “I’ll keep the mountain off o’ ye.”

“Do not underestimate the Palmaris garrison,” Duke Kalas warned. “They have been hardened by many trials over the years. Their leaders are veterans of battles.”

“We can hunt them down and kill them, and quickly,” argued Marcalo De’Unnero. “Before they cross through Caer Tinella, if we are fast.”

Seated across the table from the two men, Aydrian leaned back in his chair. They were certain that Bishop Braumin had pulled a trick here in Palmaris, slipping a large portion of his trained militia out of Palmaris’ northern gate before Aydrian’s forces had arrived. Very shortly before, from what the young king and his men had learned in interrogating citizens of the conquered city. Now, a few days after the fall of St. Precious, they could assume that the escaped garrison was well on the way to Caer Tinella and Landsdown, the two largest towns north of Palmaris, halfway between the great city and the Timberlands region, where Aydrian’s parents had lived.

“We must move quickly,” De’Unnero implored Aydrian. “We have tarried too long already.”

“The securing of Palmaris is all-important,” remarked Duke Kalas. “Winter will fast descend upon this region and we must have complete control of the city, and have it in full operation.”

Aydrian nodded. They had already discussed this at length. The first priority for this stage in strengthening his hold on the kingdom was to secure Palmaris in good order. The people would tighten their ties to Aydrian only if he did not too greatly disturb their lives. Thus, after the conquest, when his soldiers had charged through the streets, he had held them in great restraint. Palmaris had been taken with minimum casualties, and with even fewer repercussions to the conquered folk. One by one, the prisoners taken in the conquest had been interrogated, and almost all had been released. Aydrian’s soldiers had told them to go home, to tend to their families, and to understand that the new and rightful king of Honce-the-Bear was a just and decent man who harbored no vengeance against those misinformed souls who had dared oppose him.

“You would allow an opposing army to run about the edges of the conquered land?” De’Unnero asked Kalas. “These garrison soldiers have family remaining within the city. Do you not believe that they will try to come back and reclaim their homes?”

Kalas laughed, as if that hardly mattered.

De’Unnero conceded the point. They had ten thousand Kingsmen in the Palmaris area, including the Allheart Knights. The Palmaris garrison might have put up a strong defensive stance against Aydrian’s force if they were huddled behind the city’s strong walls, but now, operating as the invader, the Palmaris garrison would be sorely outmanned.

“They will not turn back,” Duke Kalas said to Aydrian. “They ran north because they are confused. They seek Prince Midalis to guide them, but they’ll not reach Vanguard before the winter begins to blow. Let them go! Give Prince Midalis more mouths to feed through the difficult months of winter. It will be a ragtag and homesick bunch he marches back to Palmaris, do not doubt.”

Aydrian nodded at the seemingly sound reasoning. The best estimate was that a few hundred men had fled to the north. He wasn’t overly concerned. He had Palmaris, and that was the immediate goal. Now he could secure the immediate region about the city, perhaps as far north as Caer Tinella and Landsdown.

But the real prize, the one Aydrian coveted above all else, the one Aydrian wanted even more desperately than De’Unnero wanted St.-Mere-Abelle, lay not to the north, but to the west.

Of course, he hadn’t told his commanders of that little side trip just yet.

“Prince Midalis remains a threat only if he can find his way to weak spots in our ever-lengthening line,” Aydrian remarked. “He will try to strike behind us, or strike wherever our main force is not. He will not be able to do so before winter, nor will he be able to find any way around us if we force him to march all the way from Vanguard.

“Let us secure our hold from Entel to Ursal, from Ursal to Palmaris,” the young king reasoned. “Let us show the people of these most populous parts of Honce-the-Bear that the Kingdom of Aydrian will bring them peace and prosperity, for that is all they want, after all. They care little for the name of their king. They care for the food on their tables.”

“Midalis’ claim is no small thing,” said De’Unnero. “He will inspire many against us.”

“The longer we keep him away, the less inspiration he will provide,” Duke Kalas put in. He looked to Aydrian and gave a knowing smirk. “It is of great importance that we determine the prince’s route, and that we make his trail as long and difficult as possible. The farther from Ursal that we do battle with Prince Midalis, if it must come to that, the less support he will find.”

“Soon enough,” Aydrian replied, and he looked to De’Unnero.

The discussions of the secular kingdom sat heavily on De’Unnero’s strong shoulders, and he sat there, tapping the tips of his fingers together before him.

“Patience, my friend,” Aydrian said to him. “We will turn our eyes to St.-Mere-Abelle soon enough.”

“Not soon enough for me,” De’Unnero admitted.

“We are not yet ready,” Duke Kalas put in. “Trust me when I say that I wish to see the fall of St.-Mere-Abelle as much as do you! But we must control the sea, and that we cannot do with winter approaching. And we must isolate Prince Midalis.”

“We will take the sea, and the Mantis Arm,” Aydrian assured them both. “When we approach St.-Mere-Abelle, it will be from the east and the west, with every other abbey of Honce-the-Bear already secured, save St. Belfour of Vanguard. Fio Bou-raiy will find no support from without.”

Marcalo De’Unnero nodded, and worked hard to keep the simmering anger from his expression. He knew the plan, of course, for it had been an intricate part of his and Olin’s design long before Aydrian had ever ascended the throne. But Aydrian had altered that plan without consult by dangling a carrot before Abbot Olin that the old fool could not resist. How might Aydrian facilitate the sweep along the eastern coast of Honce-the-Bear with his entire mercenary army diverted to the south, to Jacintha?

“Time is our ally, not our enemy,” Aydrian said to the monk, as if reading his thoughts exactly. “A church must be maintained from without, not within, and as we bring more and more abbeys around to our way of thinking, the present Father Abbot’s influence will shrink and shrink to nothingness. We will speak to the people while Bou-raiy and his companions fester in the dark corridors of St.-Mere-Abelle.”

He stopped and nodded, leaned back and smiled, as if everything was going along right on schedule.

Aydrian dismissed the courier with a wave of his hand, and when the man started to argue, the young king put on a great scowl.

The courier left without further delay.

“Abbot Olin must have dispatched him to the north to find us before he had gone halfway through Yorkey County,” De’Unnero remarked.

Aydrian looked at the monk, who seemed more amused than anything else. The courier had come into Palmaris with an urgent request from Abbot Olin, begging that more soldiers be released to him for his efforts in Jacintha.

“Olin cannot even know the disposition of the enemy allayed before him,” Aydrian remarked.

“Likely he has come to know that some of the mercenaries we hired on our march to Ursal have returned to their homes,” reasoned De’Unnero, and he noted that Aydrian excluded the use of Olin’s title—not a minor oversight.

“That was not unexpected.”

“Abbot Olin desires Jacintha more than you can understand,” De’Unnero went on.

“He has ten thousand hired mercenaries, a fleet of bloodthirsty pirates, several Ursal warships with well-trained crews, and the garrison of Entel, two thousand strong and second in Honce-the-Bear in experience and equipment only to the Allhearts. Having that force, if he cannot assume control of a nation torn asunder, he is hardly deserving of our respect.”

Again, the level of disrespect toward Olin coming from the young king surprised De’Unnero. “Do not take Jacintha lightly,” he warned.

“The Behrenese are killing each other, by all accounts.”

“True enough, but that may change quickly when a foreign army walks into the great coastal city. Abbot Olin is being cautious. We still do not know the disposition of the Coastpoint Guards manning the eastern coast. If they do not come over to King Aydrian, Abbot Olin will be forced to hold his garrison in place to ward any possible incursions.”

“The Coastpoint Guards will not go against Entel!” Aydrian insisted. “They are but a few hundred in number, if all joined in the effort, and Entel is a great city. And the Abellican brothers in Entel serve Olin.”

“The brothers of St. Bondabruce,” De’Unnero reminded. “There is a second abbey, St. Rontlemore, whose abbot and brothers have never been friends of Abbot Olin.”

“A minor abbey compared to St. Bondabruce,” Aydrian argued.

De’Unnero conceded the point with a nod. Indeed, it seemed to him as if Abbot Olin should have more than enough strength to accomplish his mission, if there was indeed opportunity for Honce-the-Bear now to insinuate itself into the affairs of Behren. Olin had all the assets that Aydrian had claimed, and more, for the largest cache of nonmagical gemstones taken from Pimaninicuit remained in St. Bondabruce, and with that wealth, Olin should be able to swell his ranks two- or threefold if necessary.

Still, the level of agitation within Aydrian at that time struck the monk as curious.

“Abbot Olin will not fail us,” he said to the young king.

“I fear that I may have to travel there,” Aydrian replied.

“It is warmer, particularly with winter coming on in full. We will find no trouble from Midalis until the late spring, at least, and probably not until midsummer or beyond. If you are needed for the efforts in Jacintha …”

“No!” Aydrian said flatly, his tone surprising the monk. “I have business here.”

De’Unnero looked at him closely and curiously. “What is it?”

Aydrian moved as if to answer, but stopped suddenly and waved his hand. “It will all sort out, and soon enough,” he said. “If Abbot Olin requires me, then I will go to him, and swiftly.”

“Even on that horse of yours, it will take you a month and more to reach Entel.”

“There are ways to make a horse run faster,” Aydrian assured the monk. “There are methods with the gemstones to leech the strength from others and give it to the horse, and Symphony will prove most receptive.”

“Two weeks, then,” De’Unnero conceded.

“If I am needed, and I hope that it will not come to that.”

“If you go, you go with the understanding that we are in complete control of Wester-Honce,” said the monk. “The two cities to the north will fall to Kalas in short order, and he will sweep out to the west, securing all the land.”

Aydrian nodded, and with that, De’Unnero turned to go. He still had much to do in sorting out the captured brothers of St. Precious. Some had shown signs of possible conversion, though most, predictably, had remained stubborn.

“If I go to Jacintha, you cannot join me,” Aydrian remarked before De’Unnero had gotten out of the door.

De’Unnero turned about and considered the young king, considered his tone most of all.

“I’ll not leave Duke Kalas alone here with such a force,” Aydrian explained, a perfectly logical though ultimately unconvincing addition.

“I have no desire to travel anywhere but to the east,” De’Unnero assured him. “To the gates of St.-Mere-Abelle, where I reclaim my Order and Church in the name of St. Abelle.”

Aydrian agreed, offering yet another nod, but then as De’Unnero turned once more to go, he surprised the monk once again by adding, “But I would wish Sadye to travel with me.”

The blunt remark froze De’Unnero in place. In the quiet moments that followed, he replayed all the looks he had seen Sadye giving to Aydrian over the last few days—nay, over the last few weeks! Sadye was so much closer to Aydrian’s age! And De’Unnero understood that which most drew the attention and elicited the excitement from the bard. She loved power and she loved danger. She had welcomed De’Unnero into her arms because of the thrill of dealing with so dangerous a creature as the weretiger. With that serving as the basis for her lust, how could one such as Sadye not be drawn to Aydrian Boudabras? He was young and handsome and as great a warrior as any in the world, De’Unnero included. He was king, and his domain would soon enough encompass all the known world! And he was dangerous. Oh yes, De’Unnero saw that clearly. Aydrian was a dangerous young man, one who was growing more confident and more powerful by the day.

The monk turned slowly to regard his ally, who had been once, but certainly no more, his student.

“You wish Sadye to leave my side to accompany you?”

“Of course.” It was said so simply, so matter-of-factly.

De’Unnero didn’t want to have this fight at this time. “I cannot be without the both of you,” he said. “There is the little matter of the weretiger.”

“I can give you complete control of the beast,” Aydrian promised.

De’Unnero’s eyes narrowed.

“I can,” Aydrian said to that doubting expression. “I can put the beast back inside of you because I know where to find your humanity. I can show you that, and teach you to use the gemstone to reach the desired level of calm.”

De’Unnero didn’t reply.

“I offer you freedom,” Aydrian said after a long pause, with no response forthcoming from the stunned monk. “I offer you independence from me.” De’Unnero didn’t reply.

“It must come to that, must it not?” Aydrian asked. “I cannot remain in St.-Mere-Abelle with you, after all, once that place is taken. I presume that you will rule the Abellican Church of Honce-the-Bear from that great mother abbey, while Abbot Olin rules the Abellican Church of Behren from either Entel or Jacintha. If that victory is to come to pass, you must learn to hold control over the beast by yourself.”

“And in exchange, I am to give over to you the woman I love?” came the skeptical reply.

Aydrian shrugged, and De’Unnero saw that he, too, was not ready to have this fight at this time. He was probing.

“Her road will be hers to choose, in the end,” Aydrian admitted.

“Her road was already chosen.” With that, the monk turned again to leave.

“And what life will you offer to her in St.-Mere-Abelle?” Aydrian questioned, a parting shot that surely stung De’Unnero. For indeed, what life would Sadye find in the dark corridors of that male-dominated abbey?

The monk had no answers. He walked out of the room, but Aydrian’s voice followed him.

“I offer her the world,” the brash young king said. “The whole world!”


Chapter 11
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Posturing

A COLD WIND BLEW STRONG IN BELLI’MAR JURAVIEL’S FACE AS THE TRAIL WOUND about to the northern slope of the mountain. The ground fell away before him, descending to a blanket of thick gray mist, covering a wide vale.

How well Juraviel knew these trails about his homeland. How well he knew the valley before him, Andur’Blough Inninness, with its tree city of Caer’alfar, the home of the Touel’alfar. He had been gone for nearly five years, and had been on the road often before that over the last two decades.

Now it was good to be home, though the specter of Aydrian, King Aydrian, held his smile in check.

He looked back along the trail, to see his companions, Doc’alfar all, moving along.

“What have you done?” came a sharp voice among the trees to Juraviel’s left, long before the elf’s companions had caught up to him.

Despite the uncharacteristically harsh tone, Juraviel recognized the voice of To’el Dallia. He turned and scoured the trees, and sorted his kinswoman out from amid the tangle of branches.

“Long-lost cousins, too far removed,” Juraviel replied solemnly.

To’el Dallia moved to the end of one branch, near to Juraviel, and studied him closely. She wanted to say that it was good to see him—he could see the warm familiarity clear upon her sparkling features. But there, too, resided a dark cloud, a deeper expression of true concern.

“It is no time to bring strangers to Andur’Blough Inninness,” To’el Dallia scolded. “Go to them and turn them away, and be fast about it!”

Juraviel nearly laughed at the absurd remark, and would have had he not caught the hints of deep and sincere distress resonating within his friend. For there was never a proper time to bring strangers to Andur’Blough Inninness! Few outside the Touel’alfar were ever permitted to look upon the beauty of the elven valley, and those were only the rangers-in-training, or other unexpected guests given shelter in times of great distress, as Lady Dasslerond had done with Juraviel’s human traveling companions, refugees all, when the demon dactyl had come upon them on the open road so many years before. That last unexpected and uninvited incursion had also brought the demon Bestesbulzibar himself to the elven valley, and the profound stain that the creature had left behind, the growing rot upon the beautiful ground, had led to …

All of this, Juraviel understood, and only then did the implications of Dasslerond’s uncharacteristically generous act that day on the open road ring true to him. Because of the presence of the dactyl in the elven valley, because of the stain and the growing rot, Lady Dasslerond had sent Brynn south to free To-gai, thus securing a potential escape route for the Touel’alfar should they ever be forced out of their valley. Because of that stain, Juraviel had gone south with Brynn, whereas rangers would normally have departed alone. It was his presence that had saved the girl from the normally unmerciful—to humans at least—Doc’alfar.

And because of that stain, Dasslerond had taken Jilseponie’s baby, and had raised him to be her weapon against the demon sickness.

All of it resulting from that one incident on the road.

With a helpless shrug, Juraviel realized that if what he had heard about the rise of Aydrian in the east was true, the implications had only begun to play out.

He looked over at To’el Dallia then, still visible though she had retreated somewhat, and he noted the curious, even stunned, expression on her face. As if sensing his stare at her, the female turned to regard him once more, and asked again, “What have you done?”

“I have brought our cousins home,” Juraviel answered. He swept his arm out to the south, to the approaching band. “I give you Cazzira, my wife, and among those beside her is King Eltiraaz himself, who leads the Doc’alfar of Tymwyvenne.”

The names meant nothing to To’el Dallia of course, except for one. “Doc’alfar?” she echoed, hardly able to get the name out of her breathless throat, and so stunned was she that she apparently hadn’t even registered the fact that Juraviel had just announced one of them as his wife.

Curious stares, some showing great alarm, and a cold wind followed Captain Al’u’met’s every step.

The sailor from Behren was no less curious in looking back at the scenes around him, the deerskin tents and the blond-haired people. Giants they seemed! Though Al’u’met was not a short man, he surely felt like one in the southern reaches of Alpinador. At last the good captain understood so much more vividly the mighty reputation of the warrior Alpinadoran barbarians. Not a man in this small village had an arm thinner than Al’u’met’s leg, discounting the Bearmen who had accompanied him, an entourage which included Prince Midalis and Abbot Haney of St. Belfour.

It was more than a little intimidating to the captain, but Prince Midalis seemed to know his way about the settlement and was obviously recognized by most of the barbarians. Midalis held himself with regal bearing. He was in his forties, but still had the physique and energy of a man fifteen years his junior. He looked much like his brother, King Danube, though he had ever been of a leaner build than the somewhat portly king. Both had the thick black hair of the Ursal line and the penetrating blue eyes, orbs that could shrivel most men under their intense stare. Midalis wore a beard, trimmed short and low on his strong jawline.

Beside him, Abbot Haney seemed a frail figure. Thin and well-groomed, the man walked with a much stiffer gait than did Midalis, the result of spending many, many hours seated at a desk, working with quill and ink rather than with heavy tools or weapons. He had gone bald on top, which made his forehead seem ridiculously high, and he had developed a laziness in one eye that made it droop a bit. Still, though the recent years had not been kind, the abbot carried himself with dignity and poise.

It struck the tall and dark-skinned Al’u’met how odd-looking a trio they truly were.

A large man, even by Alpinadoran standards, emerged from a tent near the back of the settlement. His hair was long and thick, with feathers woven in on one side. He wore a sleeveless deerskin tunic and had a leather strap tied about his right upper arm, which only emphasized his enormous muscles.

His features were strong and stern, severe even, but he did smile when he saw the visitors.

“Bruinhelde!” Prince Midalis called to him. “It has been too long, my brother!”

The large man stepped forward to greet the prince. They clasped hands, but the barbarian pulled Midalis closer, wrapping him in a great hug. He glanced over at Al’u’met often, though, apparently almost as surprised by the appearance of a Behrenese man in Alpinador as were the other villagers.

“You found us too easily, eh?” the large man said in somewhat broken Bearman language. “We should do better to cover our tracks when we travel, if a simple southerner can follow them.”

“Only because this southerner was trained by Andacanavar of the north,” Prince Midalis was quick to reply, and that brought an even wider smile to the barbarian’s face. “Where is our friend these days?”

“He travels about the northland,” Bruinhelde started to answer, but he stopped suddenly. “Forgive me,” he begged and he half turned and swept his hand invitingly toward his tent. “Join me. We will have much food and strong mead.”

Prince Midalis nodded and motioned for his friends to follow him into the tent, and each ducked in turn beneath the doeskin flap. Though Bruinhelde was the leader of all the southern tribes of Alpinador, there was little in the way of luxury or ornamentation in here. The place was well stocked in comfortable furs, though, and soon enough, Bruinhelde’s attendants made good on his promise, bringing heaping plates of food and skins full of strong Alpinadoran mead.

“You know Abbot Haney,” Prince Midalis started, and the barbarian leader nodded and offered a warm look to the man. “And I give you Captain Al’u’met of the good Saudi Jacintha, a merchant ship sailing out of the great city of Palmaris.”

“The comforts of my tribe to you,” the barbarian said graciously. “You are a long way from the water. Though I do remember you, from the wedding of King Danube and Jilseponie.”

Al’u’met bowed slightly, impressed.

“Captain Al’u’met came to me with confirmation of disturbing news, my friend,” Prince Midalis explained. “News of the death of my brother.”

“It wounds my heart,” the barbarian replied genuinely, after giving Midalis a solemn look and nod. “I named King Danube as my friend.”

“There is more,” Prince Midalis began, and he glanced over at the captain, who had sailed into Vanguard with the tales of Aydrian Boudabras and Marcalo De’Unnero. “And this, too, will wound your heart, I fear. We come to you because it is important that your people know what is happening in the kingdom to the south. We come to you because we doubt that the new imposter king of Honce-the-Bear will honor the border between our countries if his army marches this far to the north.”

“Imposter king?” Bruinhelde echoed, surprise and anger equally evident in his tone. “What of Jilseponie, then? What of Midalis?”

The prince turned to Al’u’met and motioned for him to begin. And so the captain recounted the tales of the events in the southland again, in great detail.

Bruinhelde listened, riveted, for more than two hours, and when Al’u’met finished, the Alpinadoran leader sat there for a long while, digesting all the information. “What do you ask of our friendship?” he asked Midalis.

The prince glanced around at his two companions, then back at Bruinhelde, his expression alone conveying his sincere gratitude that this great warrior leader had even deigned to ask such a question.

The problem was, in that time of confusion, Prince Midalis didn’t really have an answer.

It was with great reluctance that Master Viscenti finally turned his back on the Masur Delaval and Palmaris truly to begin his second journey of the month to St.-Mere-Abelle. The monk had tarried long about the eastern banks of the great lazy river, grabbing every tidbit of news that had filtered across the waters. But finally, with Palmaris secured by the forces of Aydrian, the fleet had turned to the east, securing those cities along the riverbanks, and even off-loading legions of Kingsmen, who struck out on expeditionary missions about the region.

Marlboro Viscenti found himself in a long line of refugees fleeing for St.-Mere-Abelle, and when he had at last arrived at the great and ancient monastery, he found a city of tents on the fields before the gates, with nearly as many people as had congregated there during the time of the great rosy plague! They were afraid, Viscenti understood. Afraid and confused, and thus looking to the one solid foundation upon which they could throw their trust.

He wondered if Fio Bou-raiy, who had been no friend to the plague victims, would be more generous with this current crowd.

Inside, Viscenti found the great abbey all astir, and he was stopped with practically every step, hordes of brothers congregating about him, begging for information. He told them all as little as possible that would allow him an escape, for he had been met at the abbey gates by emissaries of the Father Abbot, bidding him to come straightaway for an audience. Finally, with help from some of the Father Abbot’s closest masters, the visitor managed to get to the private audience chamber.

Fio Bou-raiy was obviously not in good spirits this day. He met Viscenti with a scowl and a simple question: “What happened?”

“Aydrian happened,” the monk from St. Precious replied. And then he recounted all that he knew of the fall of Palmaris.

Even as he had finished telling the story of the battle proper, Fio Bou-raiy interrupted. “We have heard that Bishop Braumin has spoken in favor of this new king. And in favor of Abbot Olin and Marcalo De’Unnero.” There was no mistaking the anger behind those words, a sign that the ever-suspicious Bou-raiy was believing the stories of Braumin’s capitulation completely.

Master Viscenti lowered his eyes, for he had heard the same tales from many of the folk fleeing the great city. With their own ears they had heard Bishop Braumin’s endorsement of King Aydrian, so the informants from the conquered Palmaris had said.

“I have heard the same,” the nervous master admitted. “And it has troubled me all these days since the fall of Palmaris.”

“A fall, or a surrender?” Father Abbot Bou-raiy asked sternly.

“A fall!” Master Viscenti insisted. “I witnessed that with my own eyes. The folk of Palmaris fought valiantly, but they were overwhelmed! The brothers of St. Precious held on stubbornly, until flames licked the walls of the abbey and the forces of Aydrian forced their way in!”

“You saw all of this, and yet you escaped?”

“I watched much from across the river, and that which I believed I saw was confirmed by the first folk fleeing the city,” Viscenti answered.

“The same folk who claim that Bishop Braumin endorsed the new king and new Father Abbot?”

Viscenti started to give a helpless sigh, but then answered, “No,” with some conviction. “No,” he reasoned, and things started to sort themselves out a bit more clearly in his mind. “Those last reports of Bishop Braumin’s endorsements came later. Likely it is a disinformation campaign by the imposter king. Perhaps these people reporting the tragedy were placed—”

“Spies?” Fio Bou-raiy interrupted, and he shook his head in dismissal. “No, Master Viscenti. You have seen some of the same people as I, no doubt. They have come here of sincere intention and sincere confusion. And many tell the same tale.”

Then Viscenti did give that sigh.

“And what answer have you for this?” Fio Bou-raiy asked. “Has Bishop Braumin lost his faith? Is this the same man who stood against Father Abbot Markwart when all seemed lost?”

“It is!” Master Viscenti insisted.

“Then what answer have you?” the Father Abbot demanded.

Master Viscenti lowered his gaze, for though he did not doubt the reports from so many, he did not have any idea of what might have happened, or of how this might have happened.

Of course, neither Viscenti nor Fio Bou-raiy nor anyone else in the room had any idea that Aydrian Boudabras was powerful enough with the soul stone to possess the body of one as learned and formidable as Braumin Herde, and force that mouth to say whatever he wanted it to say.

“Then you will need us more than we need you,” King Eltiraaz remarked after Lady Dasslerond had revealed to them and to Juraviel the truth of the new king of Honce-the-Bear.

Juraviel, now fluent in the languages of Doc’alfar and Touel’alfar—languages that were not far apart—translated Eltiraaz’s words, taking great care that every inflection was properly represented. For Eltiraaz wasn’t being in any way condescending, nor was he bargaining for anything from a position of power. He was making a statement, and in generous tones that made it quite clear that he intended for his people to aid the Touel’alfar in this possibly dangerous time.

Juraviel had been stressing that to Dasslerond throughout that entire first week after his return to Andur’Blough Inninness. At first, the Lady had been incensed to learn that he had stepped so boldly as to bring anyone to the secret valley, even though the news of who Juraviel had brought in had surely stunned her, as it had stunned all of the Touel’alfar. Few among Juraviel’s people even suspected that the Doc’alfar still survived.

Gradually through that week, though, Dasslerond had come to agree with Juraviel’s decision to bring Cazzira and the Doc’alfar king, and that understanding alone had told Juraviel just how dire the protective Lady considered the situation with Aydrian to be.

“If Aydrian is all that I suspect, then you will find our need to be a mutual thing,” Lady Dasslerond countered anyway.

Juraviel caught the grimace of Cazzira, who understood his native language as well as he understood hers. He nodded her way, a reassurance that his Lady’s response was not meant to incite any hard feelings, then correctly translated to King Eltiraaz, adding his own comment that it was good that they had come together at this time.

King Eltiraaz studied the Lady of Caer’alfar for a long while. “How do we proceed?” he asked. “If this young Aydrian is as powerful and vengeful as you believe, and he commands the tens of thousands of human warriors, then what are we to do?”

Lady Dasslerond had no direct answer, but she reasoned, “We must stay as far from Aydrian as possible. And we must learn all that we can about him and his intentions. We may have allies in our fight, his mother among them.”

“And what of Brynn?” Juraviel asked. “She should be informed.”

Lady Dasslerond considered the prospect for some time, wondering if the rise of Brynn Dharielle would offer some hope, a retreat for all the elves, perhaps, or an ally in the potential war against Aydrian.

“Are the Doc’alfar familiar with the brista’qu’veni?” she asked Juraviel, referring to the Touel’alfar magical way of throwing their voices to the evening breeze, a whisper on the wind that could carry across great expanses of ground to others of their kind who knew how to interpret the message.

Juraviel started to translate the question, but Eltiraaz stopped him with an upraised hand, obviously understanding, and nodded.

“There is a way to strengthen such an idea,” the King of Tymwyvenne added, and he reached into his pouch and brought forth a shining purple sapphire, a gemstone as spectacular as that which Lady Dasslerond kept. The Doc’alfar lifted the stone toward Dasslerond. “A’bu’kin Dinoniel,” Eltiraaz intoned. “The gem of the air and the mists.”

“Tel’ne’kin Dinoniel,” Lady Dasslerond responded, and she brought forth her shining emerald and moved it up beside the sapphire. “The gem of the precious land.”

“Sundered on the day of tou and doc,” Eltiraaz went on, turning to those surprised onlookers about him. “The emerald a gift to the Tou, that they could hold their valley precious and safe. The sapphire a gift to the Doc, that veiling mists would follow their retreat. There is a familiarity within these sister stones that once joined their owners, the Lord and Lady of Andur’Blough Inninness, in harmony.”

“Then let us find again that bond, cousin King,” Dasslerond suggested. “And let us organize a line, north to south, from Andur’Blough Inninness to Tymwyvenne.”

“And farther south, through the mountains and the lair of Agradeleous to the steppes of To-gai and the ears of Brynn Dharielle,” King Eltiraaz added.

“The dragon will allow it?” Dasslerond asked.

“He is a friendly beast, though he might require a fine tale or twelve to allow passage,” Juraviel explained. “And of course, none should disturb Agradeleous’ treasure. He would not look kindly upon such an act, though if he holds anything of value to our cause, he might be persuaded to share.”

“A dragon who shares with alfar,” Dasslerond mused. “It seems such an improbable thing.”

Across the way, Eltiraaz understood and chuckled. “Tylwyn Doc and Tylwyn Tou reunited in a common cause,” he replied, and he echoed Dasslerond’s phrase perfectly. “It seems such an improbable thing.”

Lady Dasslerond accepted that with a generous shrug.

All of the Touel’alfar gathered in a circle on the wide field outside of Caer’alfar, the same field where Brynn had been named as ranger, and Elbryan before her. In the center of the circle, which also included Cazzira and the other visiting Doc’alfar commoners, face-to-face, stood Lady Dasslerond and King Eltiraaz. All gathered sang a common song, one known to Touel’alfar and Doc’alfar alike, of a time far, far removed, when the race of Tou were one.

“As we were sundered, so let us be joined,” Lady Dasslerond intoned.

“Not two peoples, but one,” replied Eltiraaz.

“Of differing bodies but like hearts,” said Dasslerond.

“Of common purpose and common goal.”

Lady Dasslerond began lifting her hand first, palm up, the emerald showing clearly. Eltiraaz did likewise, until their hands were above them, side by side. In the dark night, the gemstones began to shine—an inner glow, Juraviel realized, and not a reflection of the rising moon.

Lady Dasslerond brought the emerald straight over her head, and said, “A’bu’kin Dinoniel!” That was the name of Eltiraaz’s gem, of course, but when the wielder of the sister gem spoke the words, the emerald pulsed suddenly, sending a ring of green light out from its sides. The light drifted down, encircling Lady Dasslerond until it settled on the ground about her feet.

“Tel’ne’kin Dinoniel!” Eltiraaz cried, lifting the sapphire above his head, and a purple ring pulsed out from the gemstone, similarly drifting down to the Doc’alfar king’s feet.

Both began to repeat the phrases over and over, and more rings came forth, cascading down across their blurring forms. And then the two leaders began to turn circles, stepping out as they did so that the pattern of the ring elongated and crossed through each other now and again.

King Eltiraaz reached out to Lady Dasslerond, and she took his hand and allowed him to pull her in close, both still spinning and reciting the name of the other’s enchanted gemstone, and rings of purple and green cascaded down about both of them.

“A’bu’eh’tel’kin Dinoniel,” both said together, which referred to both at once as the gem of earth and air and mist, and the rings shifted, blending together, and instead of just falling to the ground, they seemed to come alive with the dance, rolling up and down the spinning pair.

Despite all the danger in the world, Belli’mar Juraviel could not feel anything but joy at that triumphant moment.

At his side, his pregnant Doc’alfar wife squeezed his hand.


Chapter 12
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Surrounded by Allies?

BRYNN RAN HER HAND ALONG THE DEEP TRIO OF SCRATCHES TORN INTO THE WALL. She had asked Agradeleous to clearly mark the way back to his lair using a series of codes she and the dragon had devised, and so he had, with great claw marks showing at every fork and intersection. Some showed the correct path, others revealed the incorrect path, and Brynn knew the subtle differences in the dragon-claw signposts.

When she and the dragon had worked out the coding, it had been with hopes that she would never have to use them. The mere thought of Agradeleous elicited mixed feelings in the woman. On the one hand, the dragon had undeniably aided her in freeing To-gai; without him, she never would have been able to so frustrate the Behrenese in their own lands. In addition to his obvious battle prowess, Agradeleous had actually provided Brynn with a method of quickly moving her warriors up and down the cliff divide that separated To-gai from Behren. Also, the dragon’s great speed and tremendous strength had allowed Brynn to keep her force supplied while they were out in the hostile open desert.

Without Agradeleous, Brynn could never have won against the Behrenese, could never have forced a truce that brought freedom back to the To-gai-ru tribes and transformed the city of Dharyan into Dharyan-Dharielle, a place where the cultures could exchange goods and understanding. This city, Brynn believed, would serve as the bridge between the peoples and would shine as the hope that Behren and To-gai would live in peace as separate and complementary lands.

But the gains of the dragon had come with a price—a terrible price for Brynn Dharielle. To defeat the Behrenese, she had been forced to turn loose the power of the dragon, and that awful, indiscriminate might had shaken her to the fabric of her conscience. She had watched Agradeleous level settlements and turn avenues into walls of flame. She had heard the screams of the dying—she heard them still, echoing in her dreams. Brynn’s greatest fear was not that the Behrenese would conquer her people once more; it was that she would be forced to use Agradeleous again, to loose that terrible weapon once more.

All the way back here in the northern stretches of To-gai, with Pagonel by her side, Brynn had told herself and the mystic that she would rouse Agradeleous for scouting purposes, and perhaps to hold as a threat to keep Yatol Tohen Bardoh in check.

She truly wanted to believe that.

Every claw mark in the long tunnel had reminded her of the sheer strength of the dragon. Every claw mark had brought a shudder.

But she persevered, forcing away her own guilt and pointedly telling herself of the gain Agradeleous had brought. Her people were free; they were not only finding again the old ways of the To-gai-ru, but because of Dharyan-Dharielle, they were reaching further, examining the more modern world and allowing it to slip quietly into their rich culture. To-gai-ru children in Dharyan-Dharielle were even learning to read in the great new library Brynn had assembled from the remains of the formerly glorious Library of Pruda.

Coming to retrieve Agradeleous, however, brought her always back to the notion that those gains had not been realized without cost.

“You cannot raise an army sufficient to keep Yatol Bardoh from conquering Jacintha, should he move against that city,” Pagonel reminded her, as if sensing her doubts. “You would have to rouse all of To-gai. Would they heed such a call to go to the defense of Behren? And should you ask that of them?”

Brynn looked at him, standing quietly in the flickering torchlight. They had gone over this before, of course, when Pagonel and Pechter Dan Turk had arrived in Dharyan-Dharielle with the news of Bardoh’s mounting power. Setting the defenses of Dharyan-Dharielle in place, Brynn and the mystic had quickly raced off to the west and north, to the entrance of the Path of Starless Nights. She had left Tanalk Grenk, her trusted advisor, to see to the defense of the city and the rousing of the To-gai-ru riders, though she wasn’t sure yet what she might do with that army.

“I am confident that we can hold our city against Bardoh,” she replied, though that wasn’t really answering the mystic’s question, because she really had no answer to the mystic’s question.

“Your people have found freedom again, and nothing short of a complete and united Behrenese invasion will truly threaten that,” Pagonel agreed. “And I do not think that Yatol Bardoh will go against Dharyan-Dharielle at this time. And should he make that error, yes, all of To-gai will rise against him. He knows that. He has too much to lose, since his real prize lies in the east, along the coast.

“If you wish to go to the aid of Yatol Mado Wadon, as we implied in the truce, and as would obviously be to the longer-term benefit of your own people, you will need Agradeleous,” the mystic finished bluntly.

“Longer-term benefit?”

“You cannot deny that if Tohen Bardoh wins in Jacintha, he will soon enough turn his sights upon Dharyan-Dharielle.”

Brynn started to respond, to argue, but she bit back the retort. Pagonel was right. Of course he was right, and as much as she hated to admit it, the suffering that Agradeleous might soon bring to the land would pale beside the tragedy of allowing the wicked Tohen Bardoh to take control of Behren and unite the kingdom under his imperialistic designs.

The woman pressed on, telling herself determinedly that time was running short. For all she knew, the fight for Jacintha might already be on in full.

Later that same day, the pair heard the rhythmic rumbling sound of a sleeping dragon.

Soon after, they came out of the narrowing tunnel into a wider chamber stacked with coins and assorted items that glittered in the torchlight. It wasn’t the main chamber of the dragon, Brynn knew, for that one, where she had first encountered Agradeleous beside Juraviel and Cazzira, was much larger and much more treasure-filled. This area was barely large enough to admit the dragon. No other exits were apparent, though the chamber’s sheer walls climbed high and straight, and there seemed to be a ledge far overhead.

Brynn looked to her companion, to see him studying the piles of glittering objects intently. Following his lead, she quickly figured out what had so caught his interest. There was little of real value here—even the coins were of silver or copper, mostly.

“Aha!” came a sudden roar above them, and then a sliding sound from the tunnel they had just exited, a portcullis or stone block, perhaps, told them that they had walked into a trap.

Instinctively, Brynn spun back toward the tunnel, to see that it was indeed blocked by a solid piece of stone. She swung back and drew out Flamedancer, her elven sword, setting its blade afire with but a thought to the ruby embedded in its hilt. Her eyes darted about, taking note that Pagonel was gone from sight, and then she looked up, taking note of the attacker.

“Agradeleous!” she called, even as the dragon’s great head came over the ledge, the long serpentine neck sweeping down at her.

The dragon stopped, his reptilian eyes going wide. He gave a snort, smoke rushing out the nostrils set on either side of his long snout. “Ah, little one!” he said, his tone suddenly changed. “For the second time, I mistook you for a thief!”

The dragon gave her the once-over, and Brynn, given the source of most of the armor she wore and the sword she carried, could only shrug.

“Yes, but that first time, you were a thief, weren’t you, little one?” Agradeleous said, and he gave a chuckling snort, which sent a burst of flame and smoke out his nostrils.

“I borrowed the items,” Brynn corrected, sliding the sword away. “For a lifetime—my lifetime!—and that is not so long a time to one such as Agradeleous.”

“Not so long indeed!” the dragon agreed. “And consider the items yours, gifts from Agradeleous to one who has given him so many fine tales and memories! Greetings again, little one! It does me good to see you here, but I am surprised that you chose to come alone.”

Brynn glanced all about.

“Not so alone, great wurm,” Pagonel said from the side, and the mystic stepped out of the shadows, and truly it seemed as if he was materializing out of nothingness. To Brynn and the dragon, who had come to understand the Jhesta Tu well, it was not so surprising.

“Ah, mystic, welcome!” Agradeleous boomed. “Do you like my trap? A dragon cannot be too careful, you understand, now that his lair is well-known. You humans number a fair portion of thieves among your lot.”

“And since all of your gains were honestly earned …” Pagonel dryly remarked.

“Code of dragons, mystic,” Agradeleous explained in a similar tone. “Eat the owner and keep everything on him that sparkles.”

Pagonel looked around. “You have been well nourished.”

“This?” the dragon asked skeptically. “This is but a trifling!” He lowered his head nearly to the ground. “Climb atop my head that I can take you to my true chambers, my friends.”

As soon as they were up in the larger chamber above the ledge, the dragon stepped back and began to reshape its form, bones cracking and breaking apart, shifting until Agradeleous wasn’t too much larger than the two humans, though he still projected a much larger and heavier aura.

“Come along and see the splendor of my gains,” the dragon said.

For Pagonel’s benefit, Brynn allowed Agradeleous to give them the grand tour through the several chambers stocked with the treasure of the ages, roomfuls of glittering gold coins and gems and jewels. Each room glittered with pieces of crafted armor and shining weapons, everything from the delicate and curving Chezhou-lei swords of wrapped metal to the heavier broadswords favored in Honce-the-Bear. Every so often, the dragon would stop near to one piece and recount the great battle in which he had won the trinket. And grand stories they were, of the world from a time long before Brynn and Pagonel had been born, before their parents’ parents’ parents and beyond had been born.

“You have come with a new tale, I hope,” the dragon said when at last the tour was ended.

Brynn looked to Pagonel. “A new tale, indeed,” she said, “and perhaps a new adventure.”

That widened the dragon’s eyes again, and as the surprise wore away, Agradeleous looked at Brynn curiously. “So soon, little one?” the dragon asked. “What trouble have you started this time?”

Though she had seen that same expression so many times over the last couple of years, Brynn could not help but smile when she noted the look on Pechter Dan Turk’s face when she introduced him to her new friend.

Pechter Dan Turk, of course, knew of the wurm—Brynn had been named “the Dragon of To-gai” for a reason, after all—but to come face-to-face with the great wurm just outside of Dharyan-Dharielle was something altogether different than seeing him from afar, or simply hearing tales about him.

“I have adjusted the saddle to carry three,” Brynn explained to the man.

Pechter Dan Turk’s eyes nearly fell out of their sockets, and he reflexively backed away, waving his hands in horror before him.

“You wished for help to save Jacintha,” Brynn scolded. “Here is your help.”

“We are to ride … that?”

“We came all the way from the northwestern corner of To-gai to Dharyan-Dharielle in a single day,” Pagonel put in. “The speed of Agradeleous alone will allow us to better determine our next moves, and will give us the power to communicate quickly with Yatol Wadon to coordinate our efforts against Yatol Bardoh.”

Whether the shaken man was even registering that claim was impossible to say, for Pechter Dan Turk stood there shaking his head and waving his arms, and saying “Agradeleous,” under his breath.

“Agradeleous?” he asked more firmly a moment later. “You mean that … that beast, has a name?”

Agradeleous narrowed his reptilian eyes and issued a low growl that reverberated like a small avalanche.

“In To-gai, we have many sayings that echo the wisdom of not insulting a dragon,” Brynn commented.

“I would guess that to be a common sentiment through all the lands of men,” Pagonel agreed. “And a common sentiment among all the races of creatures who are not yet gone from the world.”

“Can I eat him?” Agradeleous asked, and the poor emissary from Jacintha seemed as if he would melt where he stood.

“Enough of this,” Brynn demanded a moment later. She strode forward, past the lowered head of Agradeleous to the dragon’s shoulders, where she grabbed a leather strap. With a fluid movement, she pulled herself up into her riding position atop the beast’s great shoulders. “Come along,” she bade the other two. “The day is yet young. Let us go and see how far Tohen Bardoh has progressed.”

After practically pulling the reluctant and terrified Pechter Dan Turk into place in the third seat of the saddle, they set off at a great pace, Agradeleous sweeping past Dharyan-Dharielle, where half the people who noticed the wurm cowered and the other half cheered. Straight as an arrow’s flight, the dragon moved down the eastern road.

The very next day, the foursome came upon Dahdah Oasis, and to their surprise, there remained absolutely no sign of Yatol Bardoh’s forces, not even the renegade Jacintha legions that Pagonel and Pechter Dan Turk had encountered when they had first come out from Yatol Wadon’s city. Fearing the worst, Brynn prodded the dragon in close to the great Behrenese city that same night, settling him down under cover of darkness on the lower foothills to the north of Jacintha.

Pagonel and Pechter Dan Turk left immediately, but Brynn did not go, explaining that she and the dragon would continue to scout the region, and would rejoin them at the appointed place.

The mystic gave Brynn a knowing look and an approving smile before he departed. He understood indeed. Brynn would not accompany them and had taken that option away without discussion, because doing so would mean that she would have to let Agradeleous roam free while they were busy in Jacintha.

There were too many innocent people in the region for Brynn to allow that.

“The city is still in the hands of Yatol Mado Wadon,” Pagonel reported upon his return to Brynn and Agradeleous. The mystic had not returned alone, and had even added a second representative, Paroud, to accompany him and Pechter Dan Turk. While Pagonel came in to explain to Brynn, Pechter Dan Turk stood on the edge of the small clearing, coaxing his obviously nervous companion to come forward, telling him that it was all right, that the dragon, the great Agradeleous, was a friend and no enemy.

Finally, the justifiably frightened Paroud moved forward, extending a series of low and ridiculously polite bows to Brynn and the dragon.

“The turmoil within Behren has settled then,” Brynn reasoned. “And we can send Agradeleous home.”

The dragon rumbled, seeming none too happy with that notion.

“The situation has only worsened,” Paroud blurted, finding his voice in a sudden and explosive burst. “Yatol Bardoh has joined ranks with Yatol Peridan of the Cosinnida region, my homeland, far to the south. He … they, threaten Yatol De Hamman, and once they have overrun him, there is nothing to stop their march to Jacintha!”

“That Yatol Peridan has willingly joined with Yatol Bardoh does not bode well for Yatol Wadon and Jacintha,” Pagonel agreed. “Their combined forces will prove considerable, I fear.”

Brynn stared hard at the mystic, silently asking him for guidance here. What was she to do? Could she go to Dharyan-Dharielle and round up a force to throw in with Mado Wadon and his struggles? How could she ask that of her people after the oppression the Behrenese had laid upon To-gai for more than a decade?

“We must not move prematurely,” Pagonel said to the two nervous emissaries, though in truth, he was quietly answering Brynn’s obvious concerns. “Go to your Yatol Wadon and ask of him what Brynn might do.”

“He has already told us of the aid he requires!” protested Paroud. “He needs soldiers, as many legions as To-gai can muster, and quickly!”

“You presume much,” Brynn said curtly, somewhat deflating the man. Something about Paroud wasn’t sitting well with her. The Behrenese had long been a tribal people, loyal first and foremost to their particular region within the greater kingdom. Paroud was from Cosinnida, obviously, yet here he was vehemently demanding help in defeating his ruling Yatol. Perhaps there was an undercurrent of ambition here, Brynn mused. Perhaps Paroud believed that Yatol Mado Wadon would move quickly in replacing Yatol Peridan with a more trusted man from Cosinnida.

It all meant little to Brynn, of course, but as she considered the machinations underlying the tumultuous state in Behren, she was reminded once again to proceed with great caution.

“The situation will prove very fluid,” Pagonel put in, seeming to share the woman’s thoughts. “Let us learn all that we may. Perhaps a visit from Brynn and Agradeleous will dampen the designs of Yatol Bardoh and the willingness of Yatol Peridan to choose such an ill-advised ally.”

“Perhaps,” was all that Brynn would say, and her gaze never left the emissary, Paroud. Her tolerance for presumptuous Behrenese was not great, and while she wanted Behren under the control of someone like Mado Wadon, who had seen the wisdom of making peace with the To-gai-ru, there was, after all, a limit to their friendship.

On a warship not far from Jacintha harbor, and flying the flag of the kingdom to the north, Abbot Olin and Duke Bretherford listened carefully as Master Mackaront recounted a similar tale of the changing situation south of the great Behrenese city.

“Mado Wadon is terrified,” Mackaront remarked. “He understands well that the march of Bardoh will be relentless once Yatol De Hamman’s forces have been destroyed. Mado Wadon now openly asks for whatever assistance we can offer, and rumor flies throughout Jacintha that he is looking west for help as well, to the Dragon of To-gai and her fierce warriors.”

“And have the To-gai-ru answered that call?” Abbot Olin demanded, his smug expression wiped away by the mere thought of Jacintha finding her needed aid elsewhere. He had a fleet of warships laden with warriors ready to land south of any attacking army, and ten thousand more warriors ready to sweep down from the mountains in the north, catching the attackers in a deadly vise.

“No,” Mackaront replied. “There are no reports of any army moving along the northern road from Dharyan-Dharielle. It is doubtful that Brynn of the To-gai-ru will be able to gather any substantial force together in time to halt the charge of Yatol Bardoh.” The man offered a confident chuckle. “It is doubtful that Brynn Dharielle will be able to rouse her warriors to any cause that involves aiding Behren. The hatred between the two peoples runs deep, I assure you, despite the forced treaty.”

Abbot Olin smiled wickedly at that welcome news.

“And thus, Mado Wadon bids you to join with him as soon as possible,” Mackaront began, but Abbot Olin cut him short.

Olin glanced over at Duke Bretherford. “You have spoken with Maisha Darou?”

The duke nodded. “As you expected, Yatol Peridan approached him and bade him to redouble his efforts very soon after the alliance was sealed with Yatol Bardoh.”

“And he understands his continuing and expanding role?”

“A few bags of gems always clear the mind of a pirate,” Duke Bretherford replied sourly.

Abbot Olin gave a laugh and looked back to Mackaront. “There you have it.”

“Then I can assure Yatol Wadon …”

“Of nothing,” Abbot Olin quickly corrected. “Yatol Wadon will wait until I deem the time proper. The desperation of Jacintha is our ally.” He looked around at the two men. “Yatol Wadon will welcome us with open arms. I will be the savior of Jacintha, and that will give us the foothold we need.”

“To convert the Behrenese to the Abellican religion?” asked an obviously skeptical Duke Bretherford, who had been in a sour mood ever since he had arrived in Entel, and all during the journey here to Jacintha, even though Abbot Olin had given him Rontlemore’s Dream as his flagship and it was truly as grand as anything in the Ursal fleet, River Palace included.

“To find common ground between our religions,” Abbot Olin corrected without any hesitation.

“To bring them into your flock,” the duke responded.

“However you interpret it,” Abbot Olin allowed. “Your King Aydrian desires Behren, and so we shall deliver Behren to him. It is that simple.”

Duke Bretherford nodded and lifted a mug in obedient salute. He understood well that this was more about Olin than Aydrian. Yes, the young king was ambitious, but this move into Behren—and before the monumental issues within Honce-the-Bear had even been properly settled—was more about the craving of Abbot Olin.

Duke Bretherford had been around the court of Ursal long enough to understand that Aydrian had decided to put Olin out of the way here, as he had put Bretherford out of the way. And what better prize to show to Olin than the city of Jacintha and all the land about it? Bretherford couldn’t deny the effectiveness of the move, for he did not doubt that the forces secretly arrayed by Honce-the-Bear to defend Jacintha would prove more than sufficient and would indeed allow Olin to begin a power grab. Despite that, though, a nagging doubt did hold fast in the thoughts of the duke of the Mirianic, one that had grabbed at him since the change of power in Honce-the-Bear.

One that included the name of Prince Midalis.


Chapter 13
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Under Cover of Darkness

“THIS IS CRAZY,” ROGER WHISPERED. “YOU’RE CERTAIN TO GET US BOTH KILLED!”

Bradwarden didn’t answer, for the centaur was too busy staring at the remarkable and unexpected scene before them.

The mighty Allheart Brigade, along with legions of Ursal Kingsmen, swarmed over the towns of Caer Tinella and Landsdown. There had been no resistance, for the invading soldiers marching north out of conquered Palmaris had found the two towns substantially thinned of their populace.

“Ye gived them a warning, did ye?” Bradwarden asked.

“We did not go in,” Roger replied. “Pony wanted to get to Dundalis as quickly as possible, so we bypassed the cites altogether on our ride north.”

“Well, someone came through,” the centaur remarked.

“The Palmaris garrison,” Roger reasoned. “Many of them left the city right behind us. They would have stopped here, and would have warned the people to flee.”

“Or to accept the new king,” said Bradwarden. “And it seems as if a fair number have done just that. But I wonder where them that ran might’ve gone to. Not to Dundalis, or we’d’ve seen ’em on the road.”

“Vanguard,” said Roger. “They went to the east with the Palmaris garrison to join up with Prince Midalis.”

“They’re goin’ to be finding a long and cold road, then. Winter’s to come on early this year, and earlier still in the forest lands north o’ the gulf.” The centaur looked all around, his gaze finally settling on Roger. “Ye go in there tonight, playing the part of a simple townsman.”

“In there?” Roger asked incredulously. “Do you know who might be in there? Marcalo De’Unnero is likely about, and if not him, then surely Duke Kalas. He knows me. If I go into Caer Tinella or Landsdown, I don’t think I’ll soon be coming out.”

“We got no choice in the matter.”

“We?”

“Well, yerself at least. We’re to need more information if we’re to get all the way to Palmaris and get anything done,” the centaur explained.

“Then we’ll sneak about the perimeter and learn what we might,” Roger offered. “Sentries have big mouths and lack basic discretion. I’ll go down and find a place to hide near a group, and we’ll know all that we need to know.”

As he finished, he snapped his fingers and flashed a smile, and started off toward the town.

“Ye go right in,” Bradwarden ordered. “Ye go to the common room in Caer Tinella and ye’ll hear more in a drink than ye’ll get all the night near the half-frozen and miserable sentries.”

Roger glanced back, but Bradwarden’s expression brooked no debate.

With a sigh, the small man headed off.

He kept the cowl of his cloak up high, but not so high as to make it look as if he were trying to avoid being recognized. Roger had always been a resourceful fellow. In the time of the DemonWar, he had used his skills at hiding and thievery, as well as his persuasive manner, to keep a band of refugees from these very towns well fed and well hidden. Until Elbryan and Pony had arrived to lead the hapless band of villagers into a greater union against the minions of the demon dactyl, Roger Lockless had provided for them and kept them safe, mostly by outwitting the powries.

But those were just powries—ferocious and tough dwarves, yes, but …

But this was Marcalo De’Unnero.

The mere thought of the man sent shivers coursing along Roger’s back. If De’Unnero was here, and happened to recognize Roger, then nothing in all the world—not Bradwarden, not Pony—could save him.

As he moved along the streets of Caer Tinella, with more soldiers about than townsfolk, Roger began to become more at ease. This was his home, after all, the town where he had been raised into adulthood.

He neared the common room, as Bradwarden had bade him, but upon reaching the door, found that the place was nearly deserted. On an impulse, Roger turned aside and moved swiftly along a side street, coming to the home of an old friend.

He knocked gently, and when there was no answer, he glanced around to make sure that no one was watching, then quietly picked the lock on the door and moved inside. The place did not show signs of any hasty packing, and when he saw pieces of the man’s battle armor and a fine sword leaning against the side of a stone hearth, Roger was fairly certain that his friend hadn’t deserted the town.

That made sense, Roger knew, for the owner of this house, Captain Shamus Kilronney, was not one to shy from a fight.

Roger moved into the sitting room, plopped into a chair right before the dark hearth, and waited.

A couple of hours slipped by, and Roger became nervous and agitated. Might something have happened to Shamus? he wondered. Had the man protested the new king too loudly and been thrown into a jail cell?

Roger had just made up his mind to go and find out, and was even up from his seat and heading toward the door, when it opened suddenly and a very weary-looking Shamus Kilronney walked in. He tossed his hat on the table near to the door and moved a chair back as if to sit in it, and then, in a movement most uncharacteristic for the normally calm and composed man, he flung the chair across the room to crash against the wall.

“It has not gone well, I take it?” Roger asked, moving out of the shadows.

Shamus jumped at the sound and the sight of him, moving right into a defensive posture. But he relaxed visibly when he recognized that it was Roger.

“What are you doing here?” asked the former soldier, once a leader of a Kingsman contingent that served in Palmaris.

“A pleasure to see you again, too,” Roger answered dryly.

Shamus seemed suddenly off balance and totally flustered. “Of course,” he stammered, and he moved forward, extending his hand to his old friend. “Roger!” he said, and instead of shaking Roger’s hand, he wrapped the man in a great hug.

All of this was so out of character for Shamus Kilronney, and that fact told Roger more than a little about the present occupation of Caer Tinella.

“How quickly the world changes,” Shamus said, taking a seat and motioning for Roger to sit across from him. “Tell me, where is Jilseponie? Is she safe after the unexpected death of King Danube? Is she …”

Roger patted his hands in the air to calm the man. “Safe? Yes,” he answered. “In body at least, though to be sure, the truth of Aydrian revealed has been more than a bit of a shock to her.”

“Is it true, then?” asked Shamus, leaning forward eagerly. “Is the new king truly her son?”

“As they say,” Roger conceded. “But though he has the blood of Elbryan and Jilseponie flowing through him, he is not akin to either by any action he has shown.”

“I know not where this will lead,” said Shamus. “But to evil, no doubt. Prince Midalis is not to allow this without a fight. All the kingdom will be torn apart!”

“Has Aydrian come to Caer Tinella?”

“He remains in Palmaris.”

“And what of Marcalo De’Unnero?” Roger pressed, leaning forward in his seat. “Has he come here?”

“De’Unnero?” Shamus echoed, and he seemed both confused and as if he was about to fall over. “What has Marcalo De’Unnero got to do with any of this?”

“Who represents King Aydrian here?”

“Duke Kalas, who leads the Allhearts.”

“And the good duke has not seen fit to tell you of Aydrian’s principle advisor?”

“De’Unnero?” Shamus asked, again with complete incredulity. “Does he even live on?”

“De’Unnero precipitated the rise of Aydrian in Ursal,” Roger explained.

“It cannot be!”

“Jilseponie herself told me of this,” Roger explained. “There can be no doubt. If he is not here, then likely he remains in Palmaris with Aydrian. That is the hope, at least,” he added, and he couldn’t help but glance all about nervously. “Better that than to have him stalking about the region, half man and half beast.”

Shamus Kilronney ran his hand through his thinning and graying hair repeatedly, as if trying to get a handle on all of the startling news that had overwhelmed him these last days. “It all makes no sense,” he remarked. “Duke Kalas is not an evil man, and yet it appears as if he has forsaken the line of Ursal. And why would he ever go in league with Marcalo De’Unnero?”

“Is he truly?”

Shamus Kilronney seemed intrigued by that prospect, but only for a moment, then he nodded. “He took the towns in the name of King Aydrian, and those soldiers of Palmaris who came through here a couple of weeks ago insisted that the new king’s march to Palmaris was led every stride by Duke Kalas.”

Roger could only shrug.

“I am to meet with Duke Kalas this very night—he may be on his way here at this very moment,” Shamus explained. “Sit with us and perhaps we can together begin to unravel this mystery.”

“Hardly,” Roger said with a chuckle. “Kalas has never been overly fond of me, and hates Jilseponie above all.”

“We can reason with him—”

“He will throw me in chains and drag me back to Palmaris, if I am fortunate,” Roger said. “No, I have no desire to face the likes of Duke Kalas.” As he finished, he rose from his seat and moved to the curtained window beside the door. He drew back the curtain just an inch, and peered out, and noticed a group of soldiers heading his way.

“Kalas?” asked the perceptive Shamus.

Roger nodded. “I beg you not to betray me,” he said. “I do not know how all of this will fall out, my old friend, but I doubt that I will ever find myself in league with the likes of Duke Targon Bree Kalas!”

“Begone, and be quick, then,” Shamus agreed, and Roger moved swiftly out of the room even as there came a loud knock on the door.

Shamus hesitated a few moments to give Roger a head start, then walked over and pulled wide the door. A group of soldiers entered, nodding deferentially to Shamus, but pushing past him and into the house. At once, they began moving about, searching every cubby and closet, overturning blankets and falling to the floor to peer under anything high enough off the floor for a man to squeeze beneath.

Shamus started to protest, but changed his mind and held his words. He had spent most of his life in the Kingsmen, serving Baron Bildeborough of Palmaris and other dignitaries, and he understood that these men were only acting as they had been trained to do, securing the house before the arrival of their lord.

Not waiting for any all clear, the ever-confident Duke Kalas strode in.

“Duke Kalas,” Shamus said with a low bow. “Too long has it been.” He heard banging in the other room then and stifled a grimace, hoping that Roger had not been found.

“I am surprised to find you here, Captain Kilronney,” the duke admitted, taking a seat at the table and motioning for Shamus to do likewise.

“This is my home,” Shamus answered. “Where else would I be?”

“On the open road with Jilseponie, and others of like mind,” Duke Kalas bluntly replied. “It would not be the first time you have taken up with her against the crown.”

The insult was not unexpected, of course. In the dark days, Shamus had indeed stood strong beside Elbryan and Jilseponie, and had even been with Elbryan at the Barbacan when Duke Kalas and Marcalo De’Unnero had led an army there to capture the ranger.

The other soldiers came into the room, then, and to Shamus’ relief, they weren’t dragging Roger Lockless.

“I will concede that I stood with her, and with Elbryan,” Shamus replied, not backing down. “But never did Jilseponie truly stand against the crown. You know that now, Duke Kalas. In her efforts against Father Abbot Markwart, she was correct, and—”

“Spare me the recital of the virtues of Jilseponie,” Duke Kalas said dryly. “I have heard too much from her and about her these last years. I can only hope that she ran off into the forest and was eaten by a bear.”

“Or a tiger?”

The obvious reference to De’Unnero made Kalas sit a bit straighter suddenly, and narrow his eyes.

“Yes, I have heard of Marcalo De’Unnero’s unexpected return,” Shamus confirmed. “Though I admit that I am more than a little surprised to find that he and Duke Kalas are on the same side once again.”

“This is not about Marcalo De’Unnero,” Duke Kalas snapped back, and the harshness in his tone betrayed how strongly he felt about the fallen monk. “This is about putting the kingdom of Honce-the-Bear back as it was, about restoring …”

“The name of Ursal?”

“Captain Kilronney,” Duke Kalas said quietly, evenly, as clear a threat as Shamus had ever heard.

Shamus held up his hands, showing that he would let the issue drop.

“I am as surprised by the turn of events as are you, I assure you,” Duke Kalas went on. “But I am also certain that our land will prosper as never before under the command of Aydrian.”

“How can you know?”

Duke Kalas fumbled over a few words, then just shrugged. “There is more to him than to any man I have ever known,” he said quietly, and Shamus looked at him intently, never having seen the proud and headstrong Duke Kalas seem so humbled. “If ever there was a man born to be a king, then it is surely Aydrian.”

“His breeding is impressive,” said Shamus, and Kalas scowled.

“He rises above the many shortcomings of both mother and father,” the duke insisted. “And pray, do tell me of his mother. Has Jilseponie passed this way?”

“She has not, and until your arrival and news that she was on the road, I had feared that she remained in Ursal, imprisoned.”

“You are telling me that the Palmaris garrison did not march through here?” Duke Kalas said suspiciously.

“They did indeed, but had little to offer,” Shamus replied. “Nor did I question them intently, as they were merely rushing through, along the road to the north and east. To Vanguard, I presume.”

“And many of the townsfolk went with them.” It was a statement and not a question.

“Many indeed. Prince Midalis and King Danube fostered great loyalty in this region, to be sure, but no more so than did Jilseponie Wyndon.” Again Kalas scowled at him.

“Tread carefully, good Duke,” Shamus warned. “The name of Jilseponie is not discredited up here north of Palmaris, whatever her reputation in the city and on the roads south. The people of Caer Tinella and Landsdown, and all along the road to the north, remember well all that she and Elbryan did for them.”

“Which is why I would expect that the reports we have of her heading north out of Palmaris are likely true,” Duke Kalas replied. “Yet you say that she did not come through here.”

“She did not, and if she had, then surely I would have seen her and spoken with her, and I assure you that I have not.”

Duke Kalas stared at Shamus hard for a few moments, then, seeming satisfied, gave a nod.

“Just because she did not come through here does not mean that she didn’t pass this way,” Shamus offered. “Never has she called Caer Tinella her home.”

“It may be that she is farther north,” Duke Kalas agreed. “Back in Dundalis.”

“And you will march that way?”

“No,” Kalas said without hesitation. “That is not my mission. The Timberlands are not important at this time.”

“Even if Jilseponie is there?”

“I have not come out in search of Jilseponie,” Kalas explained. “And if I never see the witch again, I will die a happy man. My assignment was to take these towns for King Aydrian, and so I have, and now I will swing west with my legions and the Allhearts to secure all the lands in a ring about Palmaris, which now embraces Aydrian in good spirit. Even Bishop Braumin has spoken for the new king.”

Shamus nodded, though the significance of that was not lost on him, nor was the curiosity of it. Hadn’t Braumin been one of Jilseponie’s staunchest supporters for all these years?

“I came here for more than idle chatter,” Duke Kalas said suddenly, and he sat up straighter in his chair. “It is obvious that the folk of the towns have taken you as their leader.”

“I would hardly say that.”

“But I have said it, and I am not surprised,” said Duke Kalas. “King Danube took it as a great loss when you left the Kingsmen and your service to the crown. For many years, many of us considered that your future would be bright within the hierarchy of the kingdom, even after your decision to side with Elbryan and Jilseponie.”

Shamus wanted to point out again that he had been proven right on that point, but he held the words to himself. He knew how stubborn Duke Kalas could be, and knew that to this day Kalas had never embraced the myth of the heroes of the north.

“I wish you to return to service,” Duke Kalas went on when no protest was forthcoming. “I tell you with all my heart that King Aydrian will lead Honce-the-Bear to greatness beyond our comprehension. But as magnificent as he is, he will need competent leaders in his ranks.”

Shamus was only partly aware of the fact that a slight breeze could have blown him over at that moment. To hear Duke Kalas, of all people, so exhorting the virtues of another! It was so uncharacteristic of the proud man as to be unthinkable!

“I have long retired,” Shamus did manage to stutter. “I have little desire to pace the open road again, my Duke.”

“I have shown you no road,” Duke Kalas replied. “I seek only stability in these towns, and I believe that you can deliver that stability, for King Aydrian.”

“And against Prince Midalis?”

“A fair enough question,” said Kalas. “And I pray that it never comes to that, for if Midalis goes against Aydrian, he will be destroyed. But we will let them play out that drama, should it come to war. For now, I seek only to assure the folk of Caer Tinella and Landsdown that all is as it was. I hope to coax back those who have fled because of their unfounded fear. Aydrian is no conquering king, but one who loves this land above all.”

The words rang hollow on many levels, but Shamus could not deny that he was glad to hear them. Whether his loyalties lay with Jilseponie or with the nobles of Ursal was not the point—and was nothing that he could investigate at this time, in any case, having seen neither the former queen nor her son. What truly mattered to Shamus Kilronney at that moment was exactly what Duke Kalas had just said to him: the stability of Caer Tinella and Landsdown.

“We have seen too much war,” Shamus said.

“Then remain out of any that might march your way,” offered Duke Kalas. “Keep these towns safe and secure. Assure the folk that King Aydrian is no enemy, but an ally who will not forsake his people at any cost.”

“Then why have you come in with an army, Duke Kalas?” Shamus dared to ask. “If what you say is true, then why not send a courier with the news, bidding support for the new king?”

“Because there will likely be war, and we know not when we might find it,” the duke explained. “A sizable portion of the garrison of Palmaris, guided by errant loyalties, have marched out of the city. We know not when we will encounter them.”

“And you wish to ensure that they are not welcomed in Caer Tinella and Landsdown through the winter months,” Shamus reasoned.

“I doubt they are anywhere near here,” said Kalas. “But yes, there is that small fact. I will be gone from this place soon, but I am leaving a force behind to secure the towns and to help them through the difficulties of the winter months. I would have you aid them in their cause.”

Shamus Kilronney spent a long time staring at the man. He really had little choice in the matter, he knew. His loyalties, first and foremost, were to these towns he now called home, and leading them against the legions of Ursal would be nothing short of suicide and complete disaster.

A few moments slipped by, with Shamus not answering.

“Yet, you were a friend to Jilseponie, not De’Unnero,” Duke Kalas did remark.

“No more a friend to De’Unnero than are you,” Shamus countered effectively.

“True enough,” said Kalas. “Then I can inform King Aydrian that Captain Kilronney will hold the towns of Caer Tinella and Landsdown in his name?”

Shamus thought on it for a moment, and said, “We will not become enemies to those who do not come to us as enemies.”

It was enough of an assurance for Duke Kalas obviously, for the man stood up and motioned for his soldiers to lead the way out. “The force I leave with you will not be substantial,” he explained. “Your duty will not be to engage Prince Midalis, if this way he rides—and surely he will!—but to send riders far and wide that we might offer the proper defense in Palmaris to the south.”

“We want no fight here,” Shamus assured him. “But tell me again, on your word, that you do not hunt for Jilseponie.”

“Old loyalties die hard?” Duke Kalas replied with a chuckle, then he added, “Marcalo De’Unnero was not pleased at Aydrian’s decision to leave her to the Timberlands, if that is where she has fled. He wanted nothing more than to press on after her. Personally, I hope she simply fades away, never to be seen again.”

Shamus grimaced and held a hard stare, but allowed him that.

It had gone better than expected, but the captain was glad indeed when he shut the door behind the departing duke and made his way back to the sitting room.

A soot-covered Roger Lockless was just crawling out of the chimney as he entered.

“You heard?”

“Every word,” Roger answered. “My body wears the aches of middle age, but my hearing is acute, I assure you. Especially when the subject is one so dear to my heart.” Roger dusted himself off and gave a little laugh. “I’m amazed that Duke Kalas was so quick to trust you. He has to know that these two towns might prove pivotal in any march of Prince Midalis—and these are no longer the minor villages they were in the days of the demon dactyl. Five thousand call this region home now, and more than half, including many hardy warriors, are on the road to join Midalis!”

“Duke Kalas trusts me not at all, though he understands that I am honor-bound as a soldier,” Shamus explained. “Likely he will leave many in his force to watch over me specifically, and I hold no doubt that at the first indication I offer in swaying at all toward Prince Midalis, should it come to that, they will have me chained and dragged all the way to Ursal.”

Roger looked at him hard, all hint of a smile long gone.

“Take care where you stand in this, Roger Lockless,” Shamus honestly warned him. “And pray keep Jilseponie safe. This is not a war that will easily be won, I fear, and the enemies are not clearly defined this time, as they were with the minions of the demon dactyl. Choose wisely, for all our sakes!”

“You can’t believe there is legitimacy in Aydrian.”

Shamus gave a shrug, as if it did not really matter. “We are a long way from Ursal,” he explained. “If King Danube had died years ago, our lives here would not likely have been any different than they are now. Unless this Aydrian proves to be a tyrant, levying crushing taxes and impressing the folk of the land into service to his kingdom, then what real difference does it make?”

“These are not the words of the Shamus I knew!” Roger insisted.

“Perhaps not. But they are the words of a man who has known too much battle.”

“Have you no loyalty to King Danube?”

“I did.”

“And what of his brother, then? The rightful successor?”

Again Shamus shrugged. “We know nothing of Prince Midalis’ designs at this time. Would you have me lead a revolt against the Allheart Knights and legions of Kingsmen? Would you have me lead my people into slaughter, or back out into the wilds of the forest, to run and hide from an enemy we cannot hope to defeat?

“Besides, how do we know that young Aydrian will not prove to be the true offspring, in spirit as well as blood, of Elbryan and Jilseponie?” the man went on. “And if that is the case, Honce-the-Bear may yet know its best days.”

Roger could see the logic in that, and in not resisting the overwhelming forces of Duke Kalas at this time. But he countered, and with great effectiveness, by reminding the former Kingsman of Aydrian’s sidekick, saying merely, “Marcalo De’Unnero.”

Shamus gave a resigned nod and smirk that fast turned to a scowl.

He would cling to his hopes, Roger understood, and so would many in the kingdom, but those hopes were placed upon the shoulders of a man who had risen to power under the tutelage of a monster whose past exploits could not be ignored.

Roger went back out into the forest before the dawn, and found Bradwarden waiting for him at the appointed spot. He recounted the events to the centaur, who listened carefully, nodding all the way through and giving little indication of whether he approved or not.

Expecting a more vociferous response from the volatile creature, Roger said emphatically, “They refuse to draw the battle lines!”

“Wisely so,” said the centaur. “Shamus Kilronney’s not to be leading his people to slaughter, and if ye’re thinkin’ they’ve got a chance in the world o’ fighting the army that’s marched out o’ Palmaris, then ye’re thinking wrong.”

“We have to do something,” Roger argued.

“And we’ll see if it comes to pass,” said the centaur. “Prince Midalis’ll be heard from afore this is ended, don’t ye doubt, but right now, it’s seeming to me to be his fight to start, then ours to choose sides.”

Roger paused and considered that for a moment, with Shamus’ warning that he should choose sides carefully echoing in his ears. “And we do nothing?” he asked.

“Oh, we got plenty to do,” Bradwarden replied. “We got a friend in the north who’s needing us, and a friend in the south who’s in more trouble still. I’m standing by me friends, whate’er the cost, and so is yerself, if ye’re the Roger Lockless I’m knowing.”

Roger looked at him curiously, not quite understanding. He caught the reference to Pony, obviously, but who might the friend in the south be? Braumin Herde? Did the centaur think that he and Roger and anyone else they might find had any chance at all of getting to the man, if the man was even still alive?

“Climb on me back,” the centaur instructed. “We got a long run to Palmaris ahead of us, and I’m thinking to make it quick!”

Roger, still perplexed, did as instructed, and the centaur leaped away, his large hooves tearing up the turf.

“I’m thinkin’ it’s good that we got so many soldiers behind us,” Bradwarden called back to him. “That’ll mean less to fight once we get to the city.”

Roger just held on.


Chapter 14
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The Weight of Responsibility

BRYNN REVIEWED THE ASSEMBLED TO-GAI-RU RIDERS ARRAYED BEHIND TANALK Grenk: several hundred in number. He had brought them out of Dharyan-Dharielle and along the road to support their beloved leader, the Dragon of To-gai.

The woman gave a doubtful look over at Pagonel and Agradeleous, the dragon in his bipedal lizardman form. They were back in the west now, closer to Dharyan-Dharielle than to Jacintha, after a swift flight that had added the emissary Paroud to the group of riders.

“They number not nearly as many as I would have hoped,” Paroud said curtly. “But they are Ru … To-gai-ru warriors, after all, and renowned for their ferocity.”

“Many more are moving toward Dharyan-Dharielle as we speak,” Tanalk Grenk answered him. “Doubt you the might of To-gai after the defeat of your own kingdom?”

Paroud started to answer, but Brynn cut him off with a simple, “Enough!”

She looked again to Pagonel, silently pleading for his help. What was she to do? Send this army charging to the aid of Jacintha and reinforce the Behrenese secured there with more and more To-gai-ru as they rode out of To-gai to her call? The exchange she had just witnessed between Grenk and Paroud was a telling reminder of the enmity between the peoples, a basic distrust that went back many hundreds of years. Given that, was it right for Brynn to ask her fellow To-gai-ru to die for the cause of Behren, for the security of a Yatol priest who had gladly served the previous, imperialistic Chezru Chieftain? Had Yatol Mado Wadon even questioned the decision by Chezru Douan to invade To-gai and conquer Brynn’s people?

And yet, she could not deny that the other player in the drama that was now Behren was a man she hated even more profoundly. Yatol Bardoh had been the executor of the invasion, a brutal and unmerciful man who had murdered To-gai-ru without the slightest hesitation.

Including Brynn’s own parents.

She closed her eyes and tried to calm herself. Personally, she wanted revenge on Bardoh, but would that justify throwing To-gai into the middle of the Behrenese civil war?

She opened her eyes when she felt a light touch on her arm. Pagonel motioned her to follow him to the side, where they could privately discuss the matter.

“To engage Yatol Bardoh’s forces within the city of Jacintha, should they breach the wall, would be foolhardy,” the mystic cautioned. “Your warriors are better suited to the open desert and roads. Use them to nibble at the perimeters of Yatol Bardoh’s force.” He paused there and spent a long moment studying Brynn’s doubting—scowling, even—look. “If you choose to use them at all,” he added.

“Can I?”

“They look to you as their leader,” Pagonel replied. “If you instruct them to go to war, they will go to war.”

“And can I, in good conscience and with the benefit of To-gai in mind, ask that of them?” Brynn clarified.

“Would To-gai see a benefit if Yatol Bardoh assumes the leadership of Behren?” Pagonel answered. “He has made no secret of his continuing designs on your homeland.”

It was true enough, and there lay Brynn’s dilemma. If she let this civil war continue and Tohen Bardoh proved victorious, then To-gai would likely know war soon enough. And certainly, Bardoh’s first move would be to try to reclaim Dharyan-Dharielle for Behren.

Of course, Brynn understood her limitations quite clearly. She looked back at the small force of riders. Would throwing her warriors and herself into the middle of the conflict even make a difference in the outcome?

There was the rub, and the weight that tipped the scales within Brynn’s thoughts. She looked at Pagonel and nodded appreciatively, then moved back to the others on the road. For the last two weeks, she had tried to avoid this moment of decision. All along the way to Agradeleous’ cave and back again, Brynn had hoped that Mado Wadon would crush Tohen Bardoh and be done with it before she ever had to declare openly whether or not she would engage To-gai in the fight.

Now she had run out of time.

“Go back to Dharyan-Dharielle and organize all of those coming in,” she instructed Tanalk Grenk.

“You must be quick, then!” Paroud advised. “If you are to assemble a larger force, then do so at once, or it may prove too late for Yatol Wadon!”

Brynn shot him a brief look, but turned back to her trusted commander. “Organize the defense of Dharyan-Dharielle, and of all the paths leading into To-gai,” she ordered. “If Yatol Bardoh proves victorious, he will turn against us, I do not doubt. And we will be ready for him.”

“We will,” Tanalk Grenk promised.

“What foolishness is this?” Paroud demanded, the weight of it all sinking in. “You will forsake us in our hour of need?”

“Forsake you?” Brynn asked incredulously.

“You feign friendship with Yatol Wadon to get that which you desire, but when that friendship is tested—”

“Friendship?” Brynn interrupted. “I have never feigned friendship, nor claimed friendship, with Yatol Wadon.”

Paroud stammered and nearly fell over himself, gesturing protests wildly. “When Yatol Bardoh was at your gates … when you were in need … was it not Yatol Mado Wadon …”

“Who recalled the Jacintha garrison and stood down the army because he dared not risk another costly fight?” Brynn finished for him. “Understand me in this. I am no enemy of your Yatol Wadon. But I understand, as do you, that his decision to forgo the battle at Dharyan-Dharielle was for his benefit and the benefit of Behren.”

“He let you keep the city!” Paroud screamed at her. “A Behrenese city!”

“Because his choice was either me or Yatol Bardoh, who he knew would soon enough attack him,” Brynn replied. “No, my decision is made, and it is for the good of To-gai.” She looked to Tanalk Grenk and nodded for him to go, and he gave a deferential nod of his chin and swung his pinto pony about, organizing the warriors for the ride home.

Paroud started to protest again, but Brynn walked right up to him, eyeing him coldly.

“I will not ask the To-gai-ru to shed blood for the sake of the Behrenese,” she said with complete calm. “Not when the memories of Behrenese cruelty remain so keen in their minds. If Yatol Wadon desires a true alliance between our peoples, even a friendship, perhaps, then it is his responsibility to foster that friendship.”

Paroud stood very still for a long while, digesting her blunt retort. “It will be a difficult course for Yatol Wadon to take if he is dead.”

“That would be most unfortunate,” Brynn replied. “And I will try to help prevent that where I might.”

Paroud’s look went to one of confusion. “You just said …”

“That I would not ask my kinfolk to bleed for Behren,” the woman explained. “For me, this feud with Yatol Bardoh runs much deeper.”

“One woman?” Pechter Dan Turk dared to say with obvious skepticism. “A warrior, to be sure, but hardly an army.”

“One woman and one Jhesta Tu,” Brynn replied, looking to Pagonel, who nodded grimly.

Off to the side, Agradeleous gave a roar.

“And let us not forget,” Pagonel added.

It started as a trickle of fleeing refugees, desperate and desolate, wandering up the road from the south. Soon it built to a flood, filtering about the ramshackle buildings of the slum outside of Jacintha proper and marching to the wall. These were the people of Avrou Das and Paerith, the main cities of Yatol De Hamman’s domain. Before the questioning of those on the leading edge of the refugee line had even begun, Yatol Mado Wadon understood the implications.

De Hamman’s province had been overrun by the combined forces of Bardoh and Peridan. Now there remained nothing between that joined army and the walls of Jacintha.

The refugees poured in all through the day and night, in a line that showed no signs of ending. Finally, Yatol Wadon ordered the gates closed. But still they came, wandering to Jacintha because they had nowhere else in all the world to go. Thousands milled about the brown fields beyond the city and the shanties beyond Jacintha’s strong walls. They were desperate people with little to eat and drink, and with no hope left in their dull eyes.

On the second night after the grim procession began, scouts returned to the city with word that there was a distinctive and bright glow in the sky to the south, and Mado Wadon understood that Avrou Das was burning.

Soon after, one of the refugees was brought to see the Yatol of Jacintha, and so battered and dirty was the man that Yatol Mado Wadon at first did not recognize him—not until he spoke.

“I expected the loyalty of Jacintha,” he said, his voice heavy with grief and pain and simple weariness.

“Yatol De Hamman,” Mado Wadon said, and he moved near to the man and reached up and placed his hand on De Hamman’s dirty cheek. “We did not know.”

“You knew that Tohen Bardoh had assembled a great force, and knew that he had turned south,” De Hamman argued.

“But to what purpose?”

“Is that not obvious?” De Hamman countered. “My land is in ruin, my cities burning. So many of my warriors were already weary from their long struggle with Peridan, and so many more were siphoned off from Avrou Das to aid in Chezru Douan’s foolish war in the west.”

“But I had no way of knowing Tohen Bardoh’s plans,” Yatol Wadon protested. “He could have just as easily thrown in with De Hamman as with Peridan.” If not an outright lie, the Yatol’s reasoning was certainly porous and suspect—and obviously so to everyone in the room. Yatol Bardoh had made his designs on Jacintha quite public from the beginning of the insurrection, and given that, turning his forces southward would have obviously prompted an alliance with Peridan, who was fighting Jacintha-backed De Hamman.

Still, for whatever reason, the desperate Yatol De Hamman did not press the point any further.

“We could not resist them,” the defeated man remarked. “They arrived unexpectedly on the field south of Paerith, and with the reinforcements of Yatol Bardoh, Yatol Peridan’s line was five times that of my warriors. Many broke ranks and fled, and those who remained were slaughtered to a man. Paerith was in flames that same day. I tried to organize some defense of Avrou Das, but …” He just shook his head helplessly, then closed his eyes and cried, his shoulders bobbing.

“We will stop them,” Yatol Wadon promised. “We will turn them back and pay them back for this atrocity committed against you and your flock. And I will help you to rebuild your cities, my old friend. On my word!”

That seemed to comfort Yatol De Hamman somewhat. He sniffled away the tears, looked at Mado Wadon, and offered a hopeful nod.

The Yatol of Jacintha motioned to his attendants then, to take Yatol De Hamman to a private room where he might clean up and find some rest. Then Wadon himself went to his bedroom, followed by images of battle and Jacintha burning.

He slept not at all.

And the next morning, when the scouts returned with a better assessment of the disaster just south of the city, Yatol Wadon realized that he might not be sleeping well for a long, long time.

“Avrou Eesa, Pruda, Alzuth, Teramen,” Rabia Awou recited, the list of towns—nearly all of the major cities of western Behren—that had thrown in with Yatol Bardoh in his march against Jacintha.

Yatol Wadon closed his eyes as the recital continued, including the southeastern stretches of the kingdom, Yatol Peridan’s domain of Cosinnida. Given the source of this information, Rabia Awou, Wadon couldn’t dismiss it at all. Rabia Awou was the best scout of Jacintha, a man of disguise and intelligence, who could transform not only his appearance, but his demeanor, as well, and infiltrate the most secretive of societies. Once long ago, Chezru Douan had used him to infiltrate a ring of thieves working the docks of Jacintha, and the small, slender, brown-skinned man’s work had been nothing short of brilliant, and his information nothing short of perfect.

“Pruda?” he did ask doubtfully, for Pruda, the former center of learning in Behren, had always remained neutral in the ways of war.

“The folk of Pruda resent the fact that you allowed Brynn Dharielle to keep the contents of the library she stole from their beloved city,” Rabia explained.

Yatol Wadon looked at him incredulously. “How was I to get them back?” he asked. “Would the good people of Pruda like to lead the march into Dharyan-Dharielle against the Dragon of To-gai?”

Rabia Awou just shrugged, as if it did not matter to him. And of course, it did not. “They seek one to blame for their great loss,” he explained. “They blame you.”

“Yatol De Hamman said that the combined army that took the field against him was five times his number—”

“Then that was less than half of Bardoh’s army,” Rabia Awou said grimly, and the weight of that statement nearly knocked Yatol Wadon over.

He knew at once that Jacintha was surely doomed.

Hardly thinking, the man turned to the side, to the room’s eastern window, and gazed out across the bay at the tiny specks on the horizon.

In the early-evening twilight, Brynn and her companions could see clearly where the line of refugees ended and the wave of pursuing warriors began. Agradeleous put the woman and her three companions down on a high dune overlooking the north–south coastal road. The flames of Avrou Das were clearly visible in the south, and even more poignant than that tragedy were the screams of terror rolling over the flat sands.

“Take your beast and go to them!” Paroud insisted to Brynn. “Are you to stand here and watch while people die? Have you no conscience or concern?”

From behind the man, Agradeleous gave a low, rumbling growl, and Paroud slowly turned about to regard the dragon.

“If you call me a beast again, I will eat you,” the dragon promised, and the ambassador from Jacintha seemed as if he would faint dead away.

“Tohen Bardoh knows how to fight Agradeleous,” Brynn replied, and she was speaking as much to clarify her own thoughts as to explain her actions to the others. “I dare not reveal the dragon before his forces are fully engaged.”

“I will eat them all,” Agradeleous declared, and when Paroud pointed to the dragon and looked back at Brynn, as if to acknowledge the dragon’s agreement with his logic, the dragon added, “Starting with Paroud.”

Again, the man seemed as if he might just fall over.

“We will go to the south,” Brynn decided. “If I know Tohen Bardoh, that is where he will be found, hiding behind his lines until victory is assured.” She looked to Pagonel as she finished, and the mystic nodded his approval.

When darkness fell the dragon was off again, swinging back to the west, then banking south, only gradually making his way back to the east to complete the circuit behind the rear position of Bardoh’s lines.

From on high, Brynn marked the campfires well.

“You would make me come out here personally?” Yatol Wadon said, trembling with anger. For not only had he been forced to climb into a small boat and travel all the way out to Rontlemore’s Dream to meet the abbot of St. Bondabruce, the man would not give him a private audience. Duke Bretherford and Master Mackaront were on hand, sitting at either side of Abbot Olin, while Wadon had only been allowed to enter the cabin alone.

“Consider yourself fortunate that there is a ‘here’ to come out to,” replied Abbot Olin, wearing a superior grin as he glanced left and right at his two underlings.

A frustrated and frightened Wadon turned his eye on Mackaront. “You told me that the provisions were already being made! You told me that Abbot Olin was already aiding Jacintha. Where are the soldiers, Master Mackaront? Where is the help we need when Yatol Bardoh’s army is within a day’s march of Jacintha’s southern gate?”

Mackaront, wearing a grin to match Olin’s, turned deferentially to his abbot.

“Our reach is greater than you understand, my friend,” Olin explained. “But why would I place Honce-the-Bear soldiers into battle on behalf of Jacintha, without even knowing if Jacintha truly desired our help? I do not so willingly send my countrymen to die, nor am I thrilled at the prospect of telling good King Aydrian of his losses after the war—the war to which we have not yet been invited.”

All energy seemed to flow out of Yatol Mado Wadon at that moment, his shoulders slumping in defeat. “Would you have me beg?” he asked somberly.

Abbot Olin scoffed at him. “Your begging is of no practical use to me.”

“Then what, Abbot Olin?” Yatol Wadon asked. “What am I to offer in exchange for your aid? Surely you understand that your position will be stronger if I rule in Jacintha than if Yatol Bardoh conquers the place.”

“Truthfully, Yatol, I know of no such thing,” Olin replied. “I have known Yatol Bardoh for years, and ever have we held a fondness for each other. He was much more tolerant of Chezru Douan’s arrangement with Entel than many in Douan’s own palace of Chom Deiru.”

Yatol Wadon couldn’t help but wince at that last remark, for the reference was true enough concerning him specifically.

“But still you are here, and I have Master Mackaront’s words as a guide,” the desperate Yatol reasoned. “You are prepared to step in against Yatol Bardoh—you have said as much. So please spare me the cryptic games, Abbot, and speak that which you desire.”

Abbot Olin came forward suddenly. “I will fend Bardoh’s forces and save Jacintha for you,” he said bluntly. “And as a reward, I will be seated in Chom Deiru beside you.”

“There is always a spare room …”

“Not as your guest, Yatol,” Abbot Olin clarified. “But as your equal!”

Yatol Mado Wadon blanched and blinked repeatedly.

“Together we will forge a relationship between Abellican and Chezru,” Abbot Olin explained. “You and I will seek the common ground of our respective religions and we will use that ground to build a new religion.”

“You wish to bring the Abellican Church to Behren!” Yatol Wadon accused, seeing the coy words for what they were.

Abbot Olin slipped back in his seat into a comfortable position and looked again to his two commanders. “I offer you a place beside me,” he said. “One of luxury and comfort.”

“A place for a stooge to give you credibility, you mean!”

“And if I do mean exactly that?” Abbot Olin retorted. “Your religion is in shambles, and you know it. All the pretense of Chezru died with the revelations of Yakim Douan’s deceptions. You scorn the sacred gemstones of the Abellican Church openly, and yet your leader, your God-Voice, used those very stones to seek immortality. Do you really believe that the religion of Chezru will survive this?

“And so I offer you an alternative,” Abbot Olin went on. “Together we might rebuild the trust of the Behrenese people. Consider your options before you so readily dismiss my offer, Yatol. If I defeat Bardoh for you, Jacintha will survive. If I remain out here … well, I wonder how high the flames will leap over Jacintha.”

Yatol Wadon glanced all around, seeming like a cornered animal. But again, he suddenly seemed to deflate, as if all the fight had been taken from him. “Stop him,” he begged Olin, his voice no more than a whisper.

Abbot Olin’s smile widened nearly to take in his ears. “I am fighting for a seat in Chom Deiru,” he explained to the Yatol. “I fight well when the rewards are so great.”

Abbot Olin turned to Bretherford and nodded, and the duke rose and left the room. He paused at the door and glanced back at the abbot, his expression ambiguous, as it had been since the rise of Aydrian, and all along this wild and unexpected journey.

“Go back to your … to our, city, Yatol Wadon, and instruct your archers to hold their shots as the warriors of Honce-the-Bear cross along your western wall,” Abbot Olin explained. “Muster your own forces along the city’s south wall alone.”

“The south wall and the docks,” Yatol Wadon replied. “We have information that Yatol Peridan has assembled a great fleet.”

Abbot Olin and Master Mackaront both began to laugh. “Along the south wall alone, Yatol,” he reiterated. “Your docks will not see battle.”

Yatol Wadon stared at the man hard, not understanding.

But Abbot Olin merely laughed again, not explaining.

Screams erupted among the ramshackle buildings just outside Jacintha’s southern wall, and flames quickly followed.

Yatol Mado Wadon and his assistants watched the beginning slaughter from the bell tower of Chom Deiru. The legions of Bardoh and Peridan—many of them wearing the colors of the Jacintha garrison!—marched among the buildings, wantonly slaughtering the dirty peasants as they tried to scramble out of the way.

A huge host of frightened commoners, peasant and refugee alike, swarmed the city proper’s southern wall, beating their hands against the soft stone and pressing hard against the gate, so hard that several fell dead, crushed by the weight of the terrified, frenzied crowd.

“Tell them to fight back!” Yatol Mado Wadon yelled at those around him. “Prod them on! Pour burning oil on them from the walls if you must to turn them back into the fight against Bardoh’s dogs!”

“Yatol, they have no weapons to use against the soldiers,” one of the attendants tried to explain, but old and angry Wadon slapped him across the face to silence him, then said through gritted teeth, “Tell them to fight back.”

The screams grew louder, as did the press on the wall, which was exactly what the enemies of Jacintha desired, Yatol Wadon knew. Bardoh the merciless was using the peasants as fodder, forcing the Jacintha soldiers to waste arrows on their worthless hides, or to pour oil on them. Using their fear, Bardoh had turned the hundreds into a human battering ram.

Yatol Wadon turned to gaze out to sea, where a fleet of warships was gliding into clear view. These were not the low-running sleek pirate boats that Peridan had reportedly used, but the greater warships of Honce-the-Bear. From his high vantage point, Wadon could see signalmen on the prows of those approaching craft, waving large red flags.

The Yatol glanced back to the north, to the mountains. “Hurry up, Abbot Olin,” he muttered under his breath.

South of the city proper, the screams began to diminish, and Yatol Wadon heard the call of his parapet battle commanders. In seconds, the fight was on in full, with the city defenders firing their bows over the wall and artillerymen launching their catapults, sending huge balls of burning pitch soaring out to the south. But Bardoh and Peridan had not come unprepared, and the returning fire, including a barrage from a high dune far away that almost took down large sections of the wall in a single volley, was no less devastating.

Yatol Wadon cupped his hand across his brow to shield the glare and peered out to the southwest, to that high dune, to a line of catapults that had been dragged into position.

The second volley was soon airborne, a combination of boulders and flaming brands, and in seconds, several structures about Jacintha’s southern wall went up in flames.

“The advance begins in full!” proclaimed Abu Das Abu, the undercommander for Yatol Peridan’s waterborne legions. The obese man sat on a huge padded chair specially constructed to hold his girth. Once a great warrior, considered a match for even a Chezhou-Lei, Abu Das Abu had been sorely wounded in a tragic wagon accident many years before and had lost all strength and feeling in his lower torso. Normally in the harsh Behrenese society, such a debilitating injury would have meant a death sentence, but so valuable was Abu Das Abu’s battle cunning that Yatol Peridan had kept him on all these years. It was Abu Das Abu who had led Peridan to the pirate leader Maisha Darou in the early days of his conflict with Yatol De Hamman, and that alliance had given Peridan a decided edge over the Yatol to the north.

And now, with the greater promise of Jacintha itself, and indeed, all of Behren, that alliance had seemingly paid dividends once again, for Maisha Darou had responded to Peridan’s plea with a tremendous fleet of ships.

Abu Das Abu had more than five thousand warriors on those ships, sailing fast to the north, paralleling the charge of the infantry as it neared Jacintha’s southern district and wall.

“We will let the fighting begin in earnest, then sweep into the docks,” Abu Das Abu directed Maisha Darou. “Yatols Peridan and Bardoh will pressure the city’s defenses. Jacintha will need every warrior to hold the wall, and so the docks will be ours!”

Maisha Darou reflected the obese man’s wicked smile. “We will find a favorable tide coming in from the north,” he explained. “We must tack deeper out to sea so that we are not seen by the watchers on the docks. They will expect an attack from the sea, but from the south and not the north.”

Abu Das Abu looked at the man suspiciously for some time, weighing every word. Darou’s course change was not in the original plan, and while Abu Das Abu wanted the infantry to reach the city first, the fleet could not lag too far behind.

“I know these waters,” the pirate said, clapping the big man on the shoulder. “Once we get out past the southern coastal current, our speed will amaze you. And there is a swirl out there and a back tide that will rush us in to Jacintha’s docks faster than a To-gai pony.”

“Back tide?” Abu Das Abu asked doubtfully. “I have never heard of such a thing.”

But all that Maisha Darou would reply was, “You will see,” and the pirate walked away, motioning to his pilot to tack hard right, turning the ships out to the deeper waters of the great Mirianic.

Just as Duke Bretherford had instructed.

“You see, Yatol Peridan, it is all in the execution,” Yatol Bardoh said smugly, watching the pounding at the southern wall of Jacintha from a position on the high ridge, beside his formidable battery of catapults and great, spear-throwing ballistae. “Now, as soon as your Abu Das Abu takes his force onto the docks, all pretense of Jacintha’s defense will shatter, and we will have the city.”

Peridan started to respond, but reflexively ducked as another great volley went out from the artillery beside them. He shook his head in absolute amazement at the effectiveness of those batteries. These were Yatol Bardoh’s trump card, as Abu Das Abu’s force was Peridan’s. Bardoh had spent weeks with his forces doing nothing but building these great war engines. Their power would bring down Jacintha in short order, he had promised Peridan, and—and this was the real prize in Bardoh’s eyes, Peridan knew—would evict the troublesome Dragon of To-gai from the Behrenese city of Dharyan.

And it all seemed to be going extremely well. Even from this great distance, Peridan could see that the city’s defenders were sorely pressed. Sections of wall were down, and large fires had begun to rage. And all the ground before the wall was strewn with the dead peasants and the pitiful refugees who had swarmed north from De Hamman’s towns before the charge of Peridan and Bardoh. Now, if only Abu Das Abu would reach the docks …

And he should be there, Peridan knew, but there were no indications of any action along the city’s eastern side, though in truth, he couldn’t see it well enough from his vantage point to gauge properly.

His relief was palpable when an aide came riding hard toward the ridgeline, crying out that there were ships in the harbor.

“Abu Das Abu,” Peridan announced to Bardoh, and the Yatol of Avrou Eesa grinned wickedly and nodded his approval.

“Ships in the harbor!” the messenger cried again, his horse struggling up the ridge. “Great warships! Flying the pennant of the bear and tiger!”

In the blink of an eye, the smiles disappeared from the faces of the two Yatols.

“Honce-the-Bear?” Yatol Bardoh said to the man, who dismounted and began scrambling toward the great leader.

“Yes, Yatol,” the messenger replied. “They are Bearmen, no doubt. There are whispers that Abbot Olin is among them!”

“Where is our fleet?” Yatol Bardoh demanded of the messenger, and he turned as he spoke, throwing the question at Yatol Peridan, as well.

“I do not know!” the messenger shrieked.

In his rage, Yatol Bardoh turned and motioned to Ung Lik Dy, his personal Chezhou-Lei bodyguard, and the muscular man stepped forward immediately and with a sudden movement, whipped the delicately curving sword from its sheath across his back and in a single fluid motion, took the head from the messenger’s body—so quickly that the man didn’t even have the time to cry out.

The head rolled across the dirt and wound up staring back at the headless body, which was only then beginning to sway and topple, and the messenger’s eyes and mouth widened in unison, as if in that moment of his death, he had suddenly realized what had just happened.

“You told me that Abu Das Abu was reliable, Yatol,” Bardoh growled at Peridan.

“He is likely circling the Honce-the-Bear warships even now, preparing to sink them in the harbor,” Peridan stammered, and all the while he was speaking, his gaze alternated between Ung Lik Dy and the head of the messenger.

“What are they doing here?” Yatol Bardoh demanded, and before Yatol Peridan could answer or Bardoh could press on, there came the winding of horns, so many horns!

The two men spun about, as did everyone else on the ridge, and even from this distance, the charge of the Bearmen was purely stunning.

They swept along the western wall of Jacintha in tight formations, squares of infantry leading the way, their shields interlocked and spear tips gleaming in the morning sunlight. Flanking them came a line of cavalry, a thousand at least, all armored, rider and horse.

“How is this possible?” Yatol Peridan said, his voice barely more than a whisper.

“He has allied with Honce-the-Bear!” Tohen Bardoh screamed. “The fool is just like his predecessor, a friend to the Abellican gemstone wizards more than to his own people, and more than to his own religion. But he will not survive this, despite his alliance!”

He glared at Peridan. “Order a full retreat to this ridge. We cannot stand in open combat against the Bearmen with their heavy-plated armor, but they cannot hope to pursue us for long. Let the hot sun steal their strength! By the time they arrive at this ridge, they will be falling from exhaustion, and then we will come back at them!” Bardoh turned to his artillerymen. “Fill the area about the Bearmen with burning pitch, and be prepared to wheel the catapults away at a moment’s notice. We have no idea what other sundry alliances the dog Wadon has made!”

As he finished, all of the artillerymen who were looking his way suddenly blanched, their eyes widening, their jaws drooping open. Following that lead, Tohen Bardoh saw indeed what other alliance Yatol Wadon had forged, in the form of a great dragon swooping in at their ranks!

The Behrenese cried out and broke ranks, fleeing every which way as the dragon dove for the line of catapults. Peridan fled down the ridge, and Bardoh moved to follow, but his Chezhou-Lei warrior grabbed him by the arm and tugged him back toward the rushing dragon, correctly guessing that the wurm would not be able to compensate for their move and would swoop right above them.

“Bardoh!” Brynn cried, recognizing the hated man. She knew at once that Agradeleous could not possibly react in time, though, and so she flipped her leg over the dragon’s neck and dropped into a roll in the sand.

Agradeleous kept his path true and the first two catapults went up in flames beneath the power of his fiery breath. The third war engine fell, too, toppled by the dragon’s mighty claws.

Brynn rolled over and over and over, absorbing the shock of the impact. She came up in perfect balance and swung about, glancing back over her shoulder in time to see the dragon’s destructive run, and to see a second form, Pagonel, similarly drop to the sand.

Brynn charged on after Bardoh. All about her, Behrenese soldiers scrambled and shrieked, and not one would turn to face the formidable woman.

Not one, except for Ung Lik Dy.

Bardoh continued to flee behind him, but the Chezhou-Lei warrior stood resolute, parting his feet about shoulders’ width and rocking back and forth a bit to get complete balance in the soft sand.

“We are not enemies,” Brynn said to him, coming up before him with Flamedancer, her slender and strong elven sword, held out to the side. “Or we need not be. How many Chezhou-Lei must die in these times? Was not the disaster in the Mountains of Fire enough for you?”

She knew, despite her claim that they were not enemies, that her reference to the Mountains of Fire would spur the man to action, for in that place, not so long ago, she, the Jhesta Tu mystics, a pair of elves, and Agradeleous had decimated the Chezhou-Lei order.

Ung Lik Dy leaped forward, his magnificent sword cutting a circle at Brynn’s eye level, once and then again. Before the ducking Brynn could even think about stabbing forward under that slashing blade, Ung Lik Dy altered the momentum so that his sword was cutting diagonal slashes between the two combatants, forcing Brynn to retreat instead.

And she did, and with perfect balance, for she was schooled in bi’nelle dasada, the elven sword dance.

Once out of range, she set herself, feet perpendicular, right foot in front with her toes pointing the way to Ung Lik Dy and the bulk of her weight centered over that back, balancing foot. She brought her left hand up in the air behind her further to solidify her balance, and let Flamedancer weave delicately before her, like the teasing sway of a serpent.

The Chezhou-Lei came forward in a sudden rush, sword spinning in those diagonals. He changed hands repeatedly, altering the cut, and when Brynn tried to parry, he turned the blade into the diagonal, nearly getting past her outstretched sword.

Brynn made a mental note to dodge, not parry!

The tireless Ung Lik Dy pressed on, his shining sword humming as it cut through the air. He only seemed to be gaining momentum and speed, and Brynn was retreating as fast as she could, while still maintaining the balance needed to fend off the dynamic warrior.

She thought of calling to Flamedancer then, to ignite the blade and thus startle the warrior. She held back, though, wanting to get a better measure of her opponent before playing so desperate a deception. Under different conditions, Brynn might have held the fires of the sword altogether, for the sake of honor, but at that time, her goal was not to win a test with a Chezhou-Lei warrior, but to get to the dog, Bardoh!

She continued to dodge and to back away, allowing Ung Lik Dy to play out his momentum. Soon enough, she planned to turn back on him. Or so she thought.

For out of the corner of her eye, she noted two of the other Behrenese warriors, apparently gaining heart with the sight of the deadly Chezhou-Lei warrior, coming in hard at her. She had to turn to fend, she knew, but she could not without getting decapitated by the warrior!

In the pair came, spears lowered, and Brynn had no practical defense. She reversed her movement and went ahead instead, and suddenly, stabbing her sword up high to ring against the Chezhou-Lei blade to tap it just enough to break the man’s rhythm.

And then she tucked in her hip and spun, knowing that she had no chance to avoid getting skewered.

But then a form came rushing between Brynn and the two spearmen, turning as it went, and turning their spears aside.

Pagonel lifted his elbows in that turn, expertly slamming the first and then the second warrior in the face, in rapid succession. One went down, while the other staggered a few steps to the side, stumbling some ten feet from the Jhesta Tu mystic.

Pagonel stopped his rush, planted his feet immediately, and leaped back the other way, up high and turning to the horizontal.

The stunned warrior tried to lift his spear, but he was too late, and the mystic came in over it, double-kicking the man in the face and laying him low on the sand.

Too engaged with the Chezhou-Lei, Brynn didn’t watch the spectacle, but despite their desperate dance, she realized that her opponent couldn’t help but be distracted by the sight of a hated Jhesta Tu.

At that moment Brynn did call to her sword, and the blade flamed to life. She snapped it up high, and bade the sword to extinguish, then snapped it back down low.

But the Chezhou-Lei, his eyes tricked by the burst of fire up high, didn’t follow that sudden downward movement, and so his defenses went up high, as well.

And Brynn’s thrust came in hard below his sword, catching him in the throat.

Sputtering and gasping, the warrior fell away.

Brynn didn’t hesitate, sprinting past him as he fell, in full pursuit of the running Bardoh, though in the up-and-down terrain of the immediate area, she was not sure where he had gone.

But then Agradeleous was there, flying beside her, and she called out to him to guide her to Bardoh.

“He is right there,” the dragon answered, looking ahead and to the left, just over another windblown dune. “A tasty morsel!”

“No!” Brynn screamed at him, and the wurm pulled up.

Brynn didn’t bother to offer an explanation, just sprinted ahead and leaped over the ridge, nearly landing on the terrified Bardoh. He threw up his hands in a gesture of surrender, but the pose didn’t even register to the outraged woman.

Yes, Brynn remembered this man, oh so well. He was the invader of To-gai, who had enslaved and tortured her people. He was the man who had ordered mass executions of To-gai-ru, simply to teach the hated Ru some discipline. He was the man who had murdered her parents when she was but a child.

That last thought was sweeping through Brynn’s mind even as her elven sword was sweeping through Tohen Bardoh’s neck, lopping his head from his shoulders.


Chapter 15
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Caught by Her Own Gemstone

“BUT AREN’T YE LOOKING LIKE A GREAT FEEDER O’ THE PIGS THIS FINE MORNING!” Dainsey Lockless cried out in a spirited tone when she and Pony moved to the back, private rooms of Fellowship Way, the Dundalis tavern named after the place in Palmaris where Pony had grown into womanhood. A scented candle was burning nearby, giving the room a soft and smoky aroma, and a shade was drawn over the room’s lone window, keeping out the brilliant sunlight. All in all, the place gave Pony the impression of a room where someone might go to die. Dainsey’s words had been obviously exaggerated, for the man at whom she had aimed that phrase so energetically seemed far from worthy of the mood. Old and weary, Belster O’Comely was propped upon several pillows, making his great girth seem even larger. He had always been a man of many chins, as the saying in Dundalis went. Now it looked as if he had found many more.

His shirt was less than fresh; his hair, what little was left of it, unkempt; and he was sorely in need of a shave.

“And here I am thinking that the only thing I’ll ever feed to the pigs again might well be my own flesh,” he replied in a phlegm-filled voice with as much energy as he could muster—and the exertion had him coughing violently a moment later.

Pony went to his side and instinctively brought the soul stone out of her pouch. “Tell me where you’re hurting, Belster.”

The portly tavernkeeper, larger now by far than Pony remembered him, looked up at her warmly and smiled. “Ye got a cure for age, do ye?” he asked. “Where ain’t I hurting? There’s the better question!”

It struck Pony how much Belster’s enunciation had taken on the accent of the Timberlands region. She didn’t dwell on it, though, for she couldn’t resist that wry grin, and she moved forward and wrapped her dear old friend in a great hug.

“Ah, but there’s the best healin’ any man could ever want,” Belster remarked.

Pony pulled back. “You’ve a tavern full of patrons, old man,” she teased. “Why are you in bed?”

Belster’s expression became very serious. “Bah!” he snorted. “It’s been this way ever since I hurt the leg, ye know. Kept me in bed—and in bed, things’ve only gotten worse.”

“Because ye’ve gotten fat, ye old fool,” Dainsey scolded, and Belster laughed at her.

“Does your leg still trouble you?” Pony asked, reaching down to feel the man’s knee, and as soon as she touched it, Belster gave a little hiss and a jump, showing her just how tender it still was. She remembered her wedding day to King Danube those years ago, when she had first learned of Belster’s bad leg, and now she scolded herself privately for not rushing right up here to aid the man!

“Some days are better than others,” Belster admitted. “I can tell you when a rain’s coming, to be sure!”

Pony was glad to share his smile again. Belster had been such a great friend and protector to her in Palmaris in the days of Markwart; she hadn’t realized how much she had missed the man until this moment, sitting beside him in his small tavern in the heart of the Timberlands. How strange it seemed to her! And yet, how much at home she felt. It was as if she hadn’t seen Belster in decades, and as if she had been beside him only yesterday, all at once.

“I can help to heal that knee,” she said, showing him the soul stone. “But your belly is your own to fix, and you’ll not do that by lying here on your pillows!”

Belster just smiled in reply. Pony started to move toward his leg, but he grabbed her tightly by the arm and made her turn back to face him. “So good, ’tis, to see ye again,” he said softly, and he reached up to run his hand over Pony’s golden hair. “Ah, the fine times we had! We gave that demon Markwart all that he could handle! And now look at yerself: the queen of Honce-the-Bear!”

He stopped suddenly and looked at her curiously, and Pony knew that a revealing cloud had surely crossed over her face.

“No more the queen,” she told him. “King Danube is dead and the throne has been claimed by another.”

“Was her own boy, Aydr—” Dainsey started to say, but Pony stopped her with a sudden fierce expression.

Pony turned back to Belster immediately, softening her look. “It’s just me, Pony, again,” she said. “And that is the way I desire it to be.”

But Belster, who had seen so much in his years, who had made his living all his adult life as a tavernkeeper—and as such, as a man who listened to secrets—wasn’t so easily deflected. “Whose own boy?” he asked.

“It is nothing to concern yourself with,” Pony answered. “Honce-the-Bear will be whatever it will be, and Ursal is of no concern out here, surely. I have come home, Belster. I have left the court of Ursal far behind, and that is my choice. I care nothing for the events in the far south, and very little for the routines of Palmaris, except in how they affect our friend, Braumin Herde. I have come home, seeking the peace of Dundalis. This is not the time for Queen Jilseponie, but just for Pony.”

She looked back to his leg, elevated on still more pillows. “Your friend Pony, who plans to get you up and about in short order,” she finished, feeling again the tender spots on that knee.

She could tell that Belster was looking past her, to Dainsey, and so she glanced the woman’s way, to see her chewing on her lips.

Belster, in his typical manner, was pressing the point even before Pony turned back to regard him. “Whose son?” he asked. “Aydr?”

“Aydrian,” Dainsey explained. “Aydrian Wyndon, who calls Pony and Elbryan his parents.”

Pony spun and flashed her an alarmed look, but Dainsey stood resolute, shaking her head.

And she was right, Pony knew in her heart. Who were they to keep such a secret from Belster O’Comely, the man who had never been anything but the very best of a friend to them both?

Pony closed her eyes for a moment before turning back to Belster, trying to figure out how she could begin to explain Aydrian. She was surprised to learn that she’d have less to tell than she anticipated.

“Oh, by the demon dactyl itself,” Belster was muttering. “Lady Dasslerond, what’d ye do?”

Pony’s eyes popped open wide and she stared hard at the man. “How could you know?”

“Who’d the elves take ye to when they dragged ye off that field after yer fight with Markwart?” Belster replied, his voice stronger than it had been to this point, and stronger than Pony expected it could possibly be, given the man’s condition. “Ye went out with a child in yer belly and came back without one, and I never was believing the elves’ tale of what had happened!”

With great effort, the man pulled himself to a sitting position. He motioned for Dainsey to go and pull back the room’s curtain, then looked Pony in the eye. “Now ye tell me,” he said. “And ye tell me all of it. Don’t ye go protecting Belster for Belster’s sake, ye hear me?”

Pony stared at him for a moment, caught off her guard. But only until she remembered who this man truly was, and remembered that he had been there, in times good and in times bad, standing with her, defending her, hiding her, and nursing her. He had demanded the truth from her, and how could she begin to think that he deserved anything less than that?

And so she told him everything, of the rise of Aydrian and the fall of Danube. And of the return of Marcalo De’Unnero, which seemed to pain Belster most of all.

When she had finished, the three sat in silence for a long time until Belster finally gave Pony a curious look. “He hates ye?” the man asked.

“Aydrian believes that I abandoned him to the elves, and they were less than kind, from what I can gather,” Pony admitted. “He hates me profoundly—I am surprised he suffered me to live.”

“Poisoned by the tongue of Marcalo De’Unnero, no doubt,” Belster reasoned. “Ever was he the serpent. So much better we’d all be if ye had killed the man in Palmaris those years ago.”

“But I did not,” Pony replied, and she managed a smile as she added, “Though to be sure, I tried!” The smile was short-lived, though, lost in the realization of the darkening world. “And now De’Unnero is with Aydrian, and that is the reality.”

“And ye’ve fled,” said Belster. “But why here? Shouldn’t ye be in Vanguard, standing beside Prince Midalis?”

“You would have me fight Aydrian?” Pony replied, her tone so downtrodden and defeated as to dismiss any arguments that might be forthcoming. “Nay, I’ve no anger for him—how could I?”

“Ye’re full of anger! It’s in yer eyes!”

“Oh, yes,” Pony agreed.

“For the elves,” Belster said suddenly. “Oh, but ye hate them, don’t ye?”

Pony stared at him for a long, long while, her expression as firm an answer as anyone would ever need. “Let me get your leg mended,” she said. “And then you get yourself out of that bed. And then you clean up and find your spirit! Belster O’Comely’s not ready for the grave just yet!”

Pony left him a short while later, satisfied that she had done much to help him reverse the downward spiral his injury had caused. Dainsey was with him still, and more than ready to prod him out of his bed and over to the well for a much-needed cleaning!

As she moved back to the tavern of Fellowship Way, Pony did not replace the soul stone in her pouch, though. She hadn’t used the gemstones much in the last few years, but the connection had come easily to her once more. Now she looked at the stone, into its enticing gray depths, and considered its other possible uses.

She had meant to stay in the tavern for a bit, just to watch the ordinary routines of this place she had once called home, but she found herself walking out almost immediately, moving across the small village to a house the good-hearted and generous folk of the town had offered to her and Dainsey and Roger when they had first arrived.

Inside, she drew curtains over the home’s single window, then moved to a quiet corner, rolling the stone about her fingers all the way.

And then she fell into it again, and used it to loose her spirit. Freed of her mortal bonds, she flew out of Dundalis, off to the west, toward the distant mountains she knew housed Andur’Blough Inninness and Lady Dasslerond.

For a long while, Pony’s spirit roamed those mountains, seeking the elven valley. But to her dismay, she did not locate it that afternoon. She had made progress, though, taking note of specific landmarks, including one or two that looked familiar to her. She had been to the elven valley on a couple of occasions, and had found it before with the soul stone. She knew that it was very well hidden, though, and suspected that Lady Dasslerond might be working hard with her own magic to ensure that it was even more secluded now.

When she returned to her waiting body, Pony was satisfied with her progress. Using the soul stone, she would soon have the mountains about Andur’Blough Inninness mapped out sufficiently for her to make the physical journey and confront the elven lady who had taken so much from her.

“What do you know?” Belli’mar Juraviel asked Lady Dasslerond when he found her standing on the edge of the forest, staring out at the mountains with a perplexed expression.

“She was here.”

“She?”

“Jilseponie,” Lady Dasslerond explained. “Her spirit came very close. She seeks us.”

Juraviel looked at her curiously, his expression doubting. “How can you know?”

Lady Dasslerond held aloft her shining emerald, the stone of Caer’alfar, given to the elves by Terranen Dinoniel in the first coming of the demon dactyl. Among the most marvelous of the enchanted gemstones, the emerald was also among the rarest. And certainly there was no other stone in all the world quite like Lady Dasslerond’s; the power of other emeralds collected at Pimaninicuit served no stronger magic than to speed someone’s walking. But Dasslerond’s was the stone of the earth itself, the stone that connected her to the ground beneath her feet. With it, she could distort distances, thus allowing her to travel across great expanses with a single step. With it, she could sense the grasses and the fields, and the animals that walked upon them.

And the spirits, perhaps, that hovered about them.

“She seeks us,” Dasslerond said again. “She knows of Aydrian now, of course, and she is not pleased.”

“We could not expect otherwise,” said Juraviel, and sensitive to Dasslerond’s dilemma and fears, he did well to keep hidden his relief at learning that Pony was alive.

“She is a human,” Dasslerond said with her typical, thinly veiled contempt for those she considered the lesser race. “She could never begin to comprehend the greater implications of her son, and the greater promise.”

“And the greater failure,” Juraviel dared to add, drawing a sharp look from his Lady.

“Aydrian alone offered us the promise of saving Andur’Blough Inninness from the stain of the demon dactyl that will surely consume it,” Dasslerond countered. “That decay was brought on by our selflessness in helping humans. We sacrificed for their sake.”

“I do remember,” Juraviel admitted, for it had been Lady Dasslerond’s rescue of him and the band of refugees he was escorting that had brought the demon dactyl to the elven valley.

“And now we ask a sacrifice from one of them,” Dasslerond went on. “Would not Elbryan, Aydrian’s own father, give of himself to save Andur’Blough Inninness? His mother would not, surely, but Elbryan—”

“Jilseponie would,” Juraviel strongly corrected. “Ever have you misjudged her, and underestimated her. She would have willingly sacrificed herself for the sake of the Touel’alfar, had that ever been asked of her. In quality of character, she is every bit the ranger as any we have ever trained.”

Dasslerond’s expression showed that she really didn’t want to have this argument with Juraviel again. Not here and not now.

“She is not seeking us so that she can help us,” came Dasslerond’s dry reply.

“She just learned the truth of Aydrian,” Juraviel replied. “I do not disagree.”

“With me or with her?” Lady Dasslerond snapped, and her sudden, uncharacteristic anger told Juraviel just how on edge she was about all of this.

“I do not disagree with your assessment,” Juraviel clarified, and he didn’t bother to add that he wasn’t really sure he disagreed with Pony’s anger, as well. Surely he understood that anger; how could anyone be so deceived about her own child and not react with anger?

“She will search for us again,” said Dasslerond. “And she will eventually find her way to Andur’Blough Inninness.”

“In spirit,” Juraviel remarked.

“And what is then to stop her from finding us in body, as well?” asked the Lady of Caer’alfar. “Perhaps of even allying with Aydrian to show him the way home?”

“She will not,” Juraviel argued.

“It is not a chance that we can take.”

“What do you mean to do, Lady?” Juraviel asked, alarms screaming at him in his mind. He knew how cold and merciless Dasslerond could be, especially toward the lesser races! And in most cases, Juraviel agreed with Lady Dasslerond, or at least understood her propensity to err on the side of caution. The Touel’alfar were not numerous, after all, and were not a prolific people. It would not take much to destroy them altogether.

But this was Jilseponie! This was Pony! This was the woman who had stood so strongly beside Elbryan! This was the woman who had faithfully carried the secrets of the elven sword dance, and of Andur’Blough Inninness, with her. This was the woman who had never been anything but a friend of the Touel’alfar, though Lady Dasslerond had never, ever treated her as such.

“There is, perhaps, a way in which I might facilitate the unavoidable meeting at a time and place of my choosing,” Lady Dasslerond explained. “When Jilseponie returns in spirit, I will know of it, and I will find that spirit, and with this”—she held aloft the emerald—“I can perhaps bring her out here in body, as well.”

“Lady …” Juraviel said breathlessly.

“You will be there beside me,” Lady Dasslerond continued.

Juraviel wanted to shout at her, to scream that she could not do this. This was Jilseponie, a friend to the Touel’alfar, a dear friend to Belli’mar Juraviel. He suspected that Dasslerond wanted him there to lure Jilseponie, perhaps to defuse her and help to get her off her guard. Or perhaps his Lady just wanted him to witness this so that she could assess his reactions to her stern judgment, and thus measure his loyalty to his people.

It was all too much for him in that horrible moment, and he truly wanted to scream out.

But he did not.

Pony knew that she was making fine progress toward finding the hidden valley when she went out spiritually from Dundalis again the next day. Many of the landmarks were familiar to her now; she remembered the images of certain, distinctive mountains clearly from her journey here beside Elbryan.

Pleased, she continued on for a bit longer, taking a wider search and trying to find the elusive trails that would take her to the mountain slopes overlooking the cloud-veiled valley. She hoped that perhaps she would see that gray shroud this very day. But then, wearying from the exertion of spirit-walking, she was forced to turn back for Dundalis and her corporeal form.

But a voice called out to her, both physically and telepathically.

Following that call back along a trail, Pony found the source, and if she had been in her corporeal body at that time, she surely would have had to be reminded to breathe.

For there stood Lady Dasslerond and Belli’mar Juraviel.

Belli’mar Juraviel! For all the hatred Jilseponie felt toward the Touel’alfar at that time, she could not deny the sudden burst of warmth she felt at the sight of her old companion and friend!

But even that could not balance her emotions at the sight of Dasslerond, the Lady of Caer’alfar, who had stolen her child from her, and who had created from that child of promise the creature Aydrian.

She flew back before them, and it took every ounce of willpower she could muster not to dive spiritually into Lady Dasslerond and do battle with her soul. She almost did just that, and actually started to, but when she did, she felt a very definite spiritual barrier there, and only then did she realize that Dasslerond was holding a gemstone of her own, a green-shining emerald.

“Fly back to your body,” Lady Dasslerond said, speaking perfect Bearman. “I will go with you that we can have this … meeting, you so desire.”

Pony hovered there, her emotions swirling wildly.

“I am one with my gemstone now,” Dasslerond went on. “Go now, for I cannot maintain the connection to it and to you for very long! Go, or this meeting will be at its end!”

Pony knew that there was more to it than that; she understood implicitly that Dasslerond was trying to prevent her from finding the elven valley—perhaps out of fear that she would subsequently lead an army there to exact revenge. She had to make a decision, and quickly. Was her argument with the Touel’alfar in general or with Lady Dasslerond alone?

The sight of Belli’mar Juraviel standing beside the Lady of Caer’alfar, his expression clearly one of sympathy, helped her find her right course in the clash of emotions, and without offering a response to Dasslerond, the woman flew away with all speed across the miles, all the way back to her quiet and dark room in Dundalis and her waiting physical form. She dove back through the soul stone and into her body, expecting to find Dasslerond standing before her, and perhaps with a sword drawn!

And Dasslerond was there—sort of. For beside the image of the Lady of Caer’alfar remained the mountainous scene all those miles away, almost as if the two places had been suddenly linked, a distortion of distance itself!

There was Juraviel as well, and he lifted his hand to Pony, and without even thinking, she reached up and took it.

And then she was soaring again, but not spirit-walking! Somehow—through Dasslerond’s magical gemstone, she realized!—she was physically moving across the miles.

In the blink of an eye, she was beside Dasslerond and Juraviel, standing on a windblown mountain pass outside Andur’Blough Inninness. Only then did Pony realize that she had been deceived.

Only then did Pony understand that Dasslerond had known her intent and had caught her first. She had no gemstones save the soul stone, and didn’t even have her sword!

And she faced Dasslerond, the true power of the Touel’alfar.


Chapter 16
 [image: ]

Three Ways to Win

ROGER KNEW BETTER THAN TO CLOSE UP UNDER THE COWL OF HIS TRAVELING cloak as he walked the streets of Palmaris that windy late-autumn night. The best disguise was often no disguise, he knew, and so he walked about the gate area of Palmaris openly and seemingly completely at ease. He was certainly not at ease.

How could he be? He was in a city he had called home for many years, a place where he had served among the ruling hierarchy, substituting for Jilseponie herself when she had gone south to become Danube’s queen. But Palmaris was not his home any longer. Far from it. The city was in turmoil, the citizens confused and upset. Aydrian was here, in command of the city as the hated De’Unnero was in command of St. Precious. And all supposedly with the support of Bishop Braumin Herde, which was the most confusing factor of all. Roger Lockless understood that he would not be welcomed here—which was why he had slipped in by hanging on to the undercarriage of the wagon of an unsuspecting farmer.

He reminded himself constantly that he only had to get through this single night, and not even for much of the night, if Bradwarden’s plan worked.

He made his way past the guardhouses and barracks that lined the wall, all manned by Ursal soldiers now with the bulk of the Palmaris garrison long fled to Vanguard. In a way, that was an advantage for Roger, since none of these men recognized him, as the Palmaris soldiers surely would have.

Along this wall, too, were the city’s long stables, huge barns with small stalls with room for hundreds of horses. Roger knew the area well, and knew where the garrison commanders had kept the finest of their stock. Near that western end of the stabling area, Roger hoisted a bucket and moved about with familiarity and ease, acting very much as if he was supposed to be there. He held his breath as he entered the barn area, though, hoping against hope that Symphony was stabled nearby.

If not, then he knew where the horse would be: in the finer, and undoubtedly well-guarded, stables at Chasewind Manor. The mere thought of going there unsettled him. The servants and groundskeepers would know him, after all, and no doubt the place was thick with Ursal men.

“It’s about time ye got here!” an incredibly thin man with a shiny bald head and a dark and straggly beard assailed him as he entered with the bucket. “The damned mares’ve been screaming for their feed all the night!”

“I … I don’t believe this is for them,” Roger stammered, thinking fast on his feet. “I was told to deliver the meal to King Aydrian’s own horse, and that one’s not a mare, by all accounts.”

“King Aydrian’s horse?” the barn keeper replied, and his tone and incredulous expression confirmed Roger’s worst fears.

“The big black,” he said, hoping against hope.

“Ye got yerself a long way to carry the bucket!” The barn keeper snickered. “Or better yet, ye give me the bucket for the mares and get yerself another one at Chasewind Manor. They got plenty up there.”

The man held out his hand for the bucket, and Roger readily turned it over.

“Ye best be running!” The barn keeper scolded. “I’d not be the one to keep King Aydrian’s horse braying and kicking at the stall!”

Roger just nodded and walked out, devising a plan as he went, envisioning the layout of Chasewind Manor’s grounds and stables—which of course were in the back of the house, in clear view of every sitting room! Worse still, that stable area was always well lit.

But Roger had to go there, and he had to hurry, for Bradwarden’s song would soon fill the Palmaris night.

He had little trouble navigating the city to the more exclusive western region, and though there were more soldiers patrolling the streets in that area, there were more hedgerows for stealthy Roger to hide behind. Soon enough, the small man was standing along the wall of Chasewind Manor, not far from the main gate. He tried to act casual, surveying the area and sorting out the routines of the skilled soldiers guarding the grounds—Allheart Knights this time and not just ordinary Kingsmen.

Then, unexpectedly, Roger Lockless got his first view of Jilseponie’s son. He knew that it was Aydrian riding in the open coach that rushed out of Chasewind Manor’s gate. He only saw the man for an instant, but the young king looked at him directly and there could be no mistaking that resemblance. He possessed Pony’s thick lips and thick hair, and Elbryan’s eyes and jaw. In that moment of looking at him, Roger almost thought that he was looking upon his dead friend Elbryan once more!

To Roger’s profound relief—after he had digested the truth of the encounter—the young king did not recognize him at all, and the coach wheeled away. Of even greater fortune, the guards seemed to relax almost immediately upon Aydrian’s departure.

The shaken Roger grew even more unsettled a moment later, when a beautiful melody drifted across the Palmaris night. So unobtrusive was that song, so attuned to the night itself, that those around Roger didn’t even seem to notice it.

But Roger surely did, and if Bradwarden was correct in his planning, then another in the city would not miss the significance of that song.

Spurred by a sudden realization of urgency, Roger moved swiftly along the wall, away from the gate. He knew the layout of the area well and, using strategic places of concealment, the small and nimble man made his way around the back of the compound. With a quick glance about, and a long and deep breath to steady his nerves, Roger slipped up and over the wall, dropping into the shadows of a widespread elm on the other side. Glad that there were few guards visible in the area, and hoping that no one was looking out from any of the many darkened sitting rooms at the back of Chasewind Manor, Roger hastily made his way toward the stables, where he could already hear a commotion brewing.

“Rouse King Aydrian!” he heard one man cry from inside the opulent barn. Every word was accompanied by an agitated whinny or the hard thump of a strong hoof smashing against wooden planks.

Without hesitation, fearful that Symphony might hurt himself in his anger, Roger sprinted right into the barn.

He found a trio of Allhearts standing before the great stallion’s stall, one holding a whip and looking very much like he intended to charge into the stall and discipline the increasingly agitated stallion.

“He will kill you if you enter!” Roger cried reflexively, and he believed every word. Bradwarden was calling to the stallion with his haunting piping. Bradwarden, who had watched over Symphony and all the wild horses of the Timberlands for so many years, was musically bidding the great stallion to come home.

And there could be no doubt about the fact that Symphony wanted to go!

The three soldiers turned surprised expressions over at Roger. “Who are you?” one demanded.

“A man who knows this horse well, and who has known him since before the days when King Aydrian found him!” Roger answered. He rushed up to the stall and gently called to the magnificent stallion, and it was obvious, though Symphony retained his agitation, that there was some recognition there.

“We have to let him out, to run in the paddock,” Roger explained, and if he had told the soldiers to fall dead upon their swords, they could not have worn more skeptical expressions. “It is the strength of Symphony,” Roger tried to explain. “The stallion needs to run or he bursts with energy. Quickly! Help me to guide him out into the paddock. Let him run off the excess energy and he will rest more easily.”

Not a soldier moved.

“He is a wild stallion, bred and grown in the open hills of the Timberlands,” Roger desperately explained. “He can tolerate only short amounts of time in such an enclosure! Be quick, I beg you, or your king’s horse will break a leg!”

“Who are you?” one of the soldiers demanded again.

“I was a stable hand in Caer Tinella when this magnificent creature carried King Aydrian’s own father, Elbryan the Nightbird,” Roger lied. He lowered his eyes perfectly, playing as if he was embarrassed to admit, “And I served Queen Jilseponie when she was baroness here in Palmaris, in the early days of her rule here soon after the plague. Few know of this, and I beg of you not to speak of it, but this same magnificent creature was also the favored mount of Jilseponie.”

That brought a trio of stunned expressions, which was exactly what Roger was counting upon to give him enough credibility to dupe the fools.

“Please, I beg of you, if not for the sake of the horse, then to protect yourselves from the wrath of King Aydrian, help me to guide mighty Symphony out into the paddock,” Roger pleaded.

“You cannot hope to control the beast!” one of the soldiers argued. “If we open the door, he will run you down!”

“No he won’t,” said Roger, and he looked up at the horse. “You’ll not harm me, will you, Symphony?” he asked softly and the great stallion stopped its whinnying and kicking for a moment to consider Roger, as if he had understood every word. Roger didn’t wait for an answer, but used the opportunity offered by the moment of calm to move to the door and quickly unbolt and open it. Before the guard could react, Symphony moved right up to Roger and nuzzled him, seeming to calm down immediately.

Roger looked to one of the soldiers, who tossed him a halter. He started to put it on the horse, but paused to stroke the horse’s face—and to strategically allow Symphony to edge a bit farther out of the stall.

Roger moved as if to put the halter on again, and leaned in to whisper soothingly into the horse’s ear. He didn’t ask the horse for calm, though, but rather, urged Symphony to run!

And then Roger fell away, crying out as if he had been injured, and Symphony bolted past him and past the three startled soldiers. Head down, the stallion galloped out of the barn, and snorting and bucking, charged about the compound.

“Catch him! Oh, catch him!” Roger wailed, knowing full well that none of them would get near the great horse. His ploy worked to keep the soldiers off of him, though, and they ran out after the horse, calling out for help.

“Run on, Symphony,” Roger whispered. “Follow the centaur’s call, back to one who deserves you.” He paused a moment, listening intently and taking some hope as the commotion moved away from the stables, toward the front gate.

And then the small man wisely made his own escape, heading out the stable’s side door and into the shadows of another great tree. Or at least, that’s where he had hoped to go.

“Master Lockless?” came a call right behind him, and though he didn’t immediately recognize the voice, Roger knew that it was a question of surprise alone and not of identity. He stiffened and stopped and slowly turned about, to find a stunned old Illthin Dingle, one of Chasewind Manor’s gardeners, looking back at him.

“Master Lockless!” the old man said again, more emphatically. “But I thought ye’d gone out to the north with Jilseponie.”

Roger moved a finger to pursed lips, hoping to quiet the man somewhat, and he glanced all about nervously. “So I did, good Master Dingle, and now I am back to see this king who is her son.”

Illthin cocked his gray-stubbled, grizzled face. He wore his hair long and tied in a gray ponytail, giving the old man a carefree appearance that fairly well matched his often unpredictable personality. “Ye got to do better than that, Master Lockless,” Illthin said with a knowing grin.

Roger looked all around, then settled himself into place. “True enough,” he admitted. “I returned for Symphony, and Symphony alone.”

“Ye didn’t now!”

“I did. Symphony is not the horse of this new king, worthy though he may be …”

“Ye’re not for believing a word of that!” Illthin said with a phlegm-filled laugh.

“Symphony is not the horse for this new king,” Roger reiterated deliberately.

“Oh that ye believe suren enough,” said Illthin. “It’s the other, worthy, part …”

Roger straightened and didn’t flinch or blink.

“Many’re feelin’ the same way,” old Illthin said. “Despite the words from Bishop Braumin. Curious, that. I’d not’ve expected Braumin to turn in favor of that one! Not after he had men die holding back King Aydrian at the southern wall.”

“What did Bishop Braumin say?”

“He spoke for the king—the rightful and lawful king, he called him,” Illthin explained. “And for Abbot De’Unnero of St. Precious—now there’s a turn o’ the moss for ye!”

Roger Lockless listened to it all silently. He didn’t doubt the veracity of what Illthin was saying, and it wasn’t hard for Roger, no stranger to the ways of gemstone magic, to figure out how Aydrian might have so manipulated Braumin into saying things so preposterous as that.

“Perhaps all is not what it seems to be, good Illthin,” he replied, and old Illthin laughed again.

“I pray you say nothing,” Roger bade the man. “For Symphony’s sake, if not my own.”

Illthin eyed him suspiciously.

“For Jilseponie’s sake, if not my own,” Roger added, and that seemed to melt the man’s doubting façade.

Before Illthin could respond, the commotion moved about the side of the great house, with many men in pursuit of the agitated Symphony.

“I must be away,” Roger said, and he and Illthin shared one last agreeing look before Roger Lockless melted into the shadows, expertly picking his way back to and over the wall.

By the time Roger had worked his way back around the compound, many soldiers, some astride To-gai ponies, were charging out the main gate and down the street in pursuit of Symphony. Roger did not know that it was Illthin who, feigning terror and running from the charging horse, had conveniently opened the gate to make his own escape, and thus allowed Symphony to break free of the compound.

The chase went on through the streets of Palmaris, but it was really no chase at all, for no horse could match the stride of Symphony, especially no horse carrying a rider. And none of the Allheart ponies was behaving with their usual discipline in any case, all lured by the same centaur piping that was leading Symphony home.

Palmaris’ northern gate was open, as always, and no one there had a chance to close it in time when they realized the identity of the stallion charging their way. One soldier bravely and stupidly stepped out to block the horse, but Symphony just ran him down, knocking him to the ground.

And then the stallion was running free across the rolling farmlands north of the city, following the promise of Bradwarden’s melody.

The promise of freedom, the promise of home.

For Aydrian, meetings such as this one were among the most useless and boring aspects of his running adventure. During all the planning with Abbot Olin and De’Unnero to design his ascent, Aydrian had been forced to sit through similar sessions, where the principals gathered to go over and over and over their upcoming actions. What amazed and dismayed Aydrian most of all was his absolute understanding that the gatherings, as they grew repetitive, did nothing productive. These were meetings to calm the nerves of the various leaders, to comfort them and reassure them that they were acting properly.

Aydrian needed no such reassurances anymore. He had his guidance from the shadow at Oracle. Day by day, he was growing more confident in his abilities and more aware of his limitations, few that they were. To Aydrian, these bureaucratic exercises were merely delays along the course to the inevitable.

He had to admit that this one was more important than most of those previous, though. This one was not for the benefit of Marcalo De’Unnero, who was busy putting the house of St. Precious in order, or Duke Kalas, who was off in the northland securing Caer Tinella and Landsdown, nor for any of the other war leaders who had traveled with Aydrian from Ursal. This meeting concerned the leaders of Palmaris—other than Bishop Braumin, obviously, who remained locked in a room in De’Unnero’s St. Precious.

Aydrian looked around the huge table in the great hall at them, reminding himself of their importance to his cause. Palmaris would be the pivotal city if Midalis ever came south, and having the support of these many lords, the great landowners and influential citizens, would go far in making certain that Palmaris was not welcoming to the dispossessed prince.

But still, it was tedious, at best, and whenever Duke Monmouth Treshay of Yorkey, the formal host at the event—though they had gathered at the home of a prominent Palmaris landowner—addressed an issue to the Palmaris lords, then referred to Aydrian, the young king had to sit up straighter and remind himself to care.

“So, as you can well see, my lords,” he heard Monmouth saying, “the transition of power in Ursal was nearly bloodless, and would have been completely so if all in attendance had simply accepted the declarations of King Danube himself.”

“King Danube was your friend, Duke Monmouth,” said one man, a wealthy merchant who often visited Ursal.

“Indeed he was, and I was proud to call him so!”

“Prince Midalis was your friend, as well, was he not?” the merchant asked, and that got Aydrian’s attention! “When he ventured south with the Alpinadoran barbarians to attend the wedding of Danube and Jilseponie, was not Duke Monmouth pleased to see him? Did you not ride with him the very next morning?”

“True enough, Lord Breyerton,” admitted Monmouth. “And I shall still call Prince Midalis friend if, when he learns of the transition of power, he accepts the desires of his dead brother who was king. And I expect he will.”

That brought more than a few doubting stares from around the huge table, Aydrian noticed. Given Monmouth’s doubting expressions back in Ursal, Aydrian understood those doubts. Indeed, the young king had many times wondered if he might have to “replace” Monmouth, perhaps brutally so. Thus, soon before beginning the march out of Ursal, Aydrian had visited Monmouth Treshay, not in body, but in spirit, and he had shown the man the glories he might know in Aydrian’s shadow.

And he had shown the man the horror he might realize out of that protective shadow.

Lord Breyerton looked directly at Aydrian in what could only be interpreted as a challenge, which caused more than a few of the others to widen their eyes in alarm. “And if he does not?” the bold lord asked. “If Prince Midalis claims the throne as his own?”

“He has no legal claim,” the all-too-convinced Duke Monmouth replied strongly. “He—”

“He has no throne to claim,” said Aydrian, the first words he had spoken since the opening of the meeting more than an hour before. “The throne of Honce-the-Bear is occupied. That is the simple truth of it. If any others are to make a claim on this throne, given to me by my stepfather in his wisdom, then they are traitors to crown and country and will be accordingly dealt with by the soldiers who serve crown and country.”

“Many people support Prince Midalis,” the defiant Lord Breyerton dared to remark. Eyes about the table opened even wider, and more than one man gasped.

“Is Honce-the-Bear now a product of the will of the people, Lord Breyerton?” Aydrian asked. “If the people had decided that King Danube was not a good king, could they have simply found a replacement and set him upon the throne? What sort of anarchy do you profess?”

“Indeed, what idiocy is this?” asked another of the gathered lords.

“It is an honest question!” Lord Breyerton declared. “If there is to be war—”

“Then you should choose wisely your alliances,” Aydrian interrupted. “If in his disappointment, Prince Midalis cannot accept the vision of King Danube and acts foolishly and traitorously, then he will face the wrath of the crown. You have seen but a fraction of my army and my power, I assure you, and yet Palmaris wisely relented their folly before the city was laid to waste. Even Bishop Braumin, so dear a friend to my mother, came to understand the inevitability and the correctness of my rule. This is no longer about who will sit on the throne of Honce-the-Bear, Lord Breyerton, for that issue is long decided.

“And as your king, I have come to understand that I must reach out to the great cities and the great men who lead them,” Aydrian went on. “King Danube ruled long and ruled well, mostly because he understood that his eyes and ears alone would never suffice for a kingdom as large and powerful as Honce-the-Bear. His wisdom lay in his ability to recognize the attributes of others and to allow those other great leaders the freedom to serve the kingdom within their own judgment.”

That last line had nearly every head bobbing, had several of the lords staring with hopeful and sparkling eyes. Olin and De’Unnero had schooled Aydrian well here. A king who offered the ambitious and greedy merchants free reign over their own little kingdoms within Honce-the-Bear would be a beloved king indeed—at least by those people who mattered. Even Lord Breyerton seemed a bit off balance, as if suddenly torn between the carrot Aydrian had just subtly dangled and his loyalties to Prince Midalis.

Aydrian recognized clearly the conflict within Breyerton, and he determined then and there to sway that conflict in his direction.

The lords continued to argue amongst themselves for a bit, until a page rushed in, running over to stand beside Lord Breyerton. The young page bent low, whispering excitedly into Breyerton’s ear, and the lord’s eyes widened immediately.

“What is it?” Aydrian asked of him.

Lord Breyerton rose from his seat. “A minor disturbance, my King,” he said, and it was clear that the man was quite unnerved. With a quick bow, Breyerton turned and started away.

“Lord Breyerton!” Aydrian said suddenly, stopping the man in his tracks. Breyerton turned about to look at the king.

“What have you learned?” Aydrian coolly asked.

“There is a disturbance by the north wall, my King,” Breyerton admitted. “A group of Palmaris soldiers have taken control of the smithy. Some of your Kingsmen were wounded, I am afraid.”

Aydrian rose and moved beside the man. “Lead on,” he instructed.

“My King, the area will be dangerous,” Breyerton protested, and several of the others, especially the escorting Allheart Knights, seconded the notion. “You have not even your armor to wear.”

In response, Aydrian gave a wry grin and put a hand to the hilt of Tempest, belted at his hip. “Lead on, Lord Breyerton. I wish to speak with these … confused men.”

“My King—” Breyerton started to argue, but Aydrian cut him short.

“Lead on,” he insisted, and he practically shoved the man out of the door.

The Allhearts and Duke Monmouth were close behind, followed by the other lords. This particular house wasn’t far from the northern wall and the area of the disturbance. As soon as they exited the building, they could hear the sounds of battle.

Needing no guidance, Aydrian moved ahead of Breyerton, striding confidently toward the sounds. He found many of his Kingsmen encircling a small barn set against the northern wall of the city. Nervous horses nickered and skittered about a small corral to the side of the structure. A few men lay dead about the place, most wearing the armor of the Palmaris garrison, but a couple showing the insignia of Kingsmen. All about the area, hundreds of Palmaris citizens looked on at the spectacle, mostly from distant balconies or from behind the protection of stone walls or water troughs.

Their focus quickly shifted, though, from the fighting to the unexpected arrival of the new king of Honce-the-Bear.

As always, Aydrian found that he liked the feeling of so many people looking at him, of so many people looking on in awe of him. He shook away the distraction, though, and continued ahead, reaching into the pouch on his hip to sort through the gemstones.

The front of the smithy was open, an orange-glowing hearth showing within, but bales of hay had been piled there. Every so often, a man would pop up and loose an arrow out at the encircling force, only to have it answered by a barrage of return fire.

Aydrian drew out Tempest and put a soul stone into his left hand and continued to stride right past the ring of his own soldiers, heading for the smithy. When one of the commanders took the cue and started to call to his men to follow their king into battle, Aydrian turned and hushed him and waved him away. Similarly, when Aydrian’s Allheart escorts rushed up beside him, one grabbing at him to pull him back to safety, the young king shoved them away and ordered them to stop.

“You cannot approach, my King!” a frantic Allheart Knight cried.

“Find cover and watch,” Aydrian commanded. “These men do not understand the truth of their new king, so I am going to show them.”

“I am sworn to protect you!” the Allheart insisted. “With my life, and I willingly give it, my King!”

“King Aydrian, be reasonable!” cried Lord Breyerton. “Allow the soldiers to put down the traitors! That is their duty.”

“Come not another step beside me,” Aydrian said, and the young king kept walking.

“You have not even your armor!” Breyerton protested, but Aydrian merely grinned, knowing from the receding voice that the man had not only stopped, but had rushed back behind some cover.

Aydrian strode out from the encircling ring of barricades and cover, into the open area before the confiscated smithy. He was in plain sight of all of them now, of the rebels, of his own soldiers, and of the many Palmaris onlookers.

He saw an archer pop up from behind a hay bale at the side of the door and he fought hard not to flinch, not to slow his stride at all. The greater shadow in the mirror of Oracle had told him he could do this, that he could find a place between spirit and body where he could not be harmed.

Aydrian clutched the hematite more tightly and fell into its swirl. He kept enough of his physical consciousness to witness the archer let fly his arrow—and Aydrian had to fight hard to resist the reflexive urge to snap Tempest across to attempt a deflection.

The arrow dove into his side and he felt a burning explosion of pain.

But only for a second, and the young king didn’t swerve a step. He kept his breathing steady and focused his thoughts on the wound, visualizing the damage and sending waves of soul-stone healing power to the region.

Still keeping stride, the young king reached down and pulled forth the arrow, casually tossing it aside. He lost some blood, but not much, for the waves of healing magic had the wound closing almost immediately behind the withdrawing arrow.

Another archer popped up, straight in front of Aydrian.

But Aydrian didn’t want to feel that pain again and so he raised Tempest’s tip even as the man leveled his bow. And he reached into the graphite set into Tempest and sent forth a bolt of lightning even as the man loosed his arrow. The line of cracking energy blasted the arrow into harmless splinters, then slammed the archer, launching him into a short flight back into the smithy.

Aydrian changed the sword’s angle and loosed another stunning bolt, this one hitting the ground right before the hay bales with a thunderous report, shaking every building on that side of the town and blasting away the makeshift barricade, and a couple of hidden defenders, as well.

“You defy me?” Aydrian shouted as he calmly and confidently strode into the smithy.

A man came at him hard from the right, spear stabbing, but Aydrian casually reached Tempest out that way, rolled it about the man’s spear, over and inside, and shoved the thrusting weapon out wide. A quick retraction and sudden stab, and then again, and then again, had the spearman falling backward, a stunned expression on his face, his hands clutching at his chest in desperation.

But Aydrian hadn’t finished any of the three stabs, putting only superficial wounds into the rebellious Palmaris soldier. Enough to stop him, certainly, but not to kill him. Aydrian didn’t want to do any more of that than was necessary.

Another desperate man charged out from the shadows, and then another beside him, both brandishing swords. They came in hard and fast—too much so!—and Aydrian knew that they were terrified.

And Aydrian knew that they were right to be terrified.

Tempest slashed across hard to the left and down, taking the thrusting tip of one sword with it, then came back up and across in the blink of an eye, deflecting the second blade only an inch from Aydrian’s face, moving the sword up and out.

Falling into the stance of bi’nelle dasada, the young king moved back suddenly, out of range, and the pair of hastily retracted and then rethrust blades fell short of the mark. And both attackers were suddenly off balance from the unexpected and clean miss, with not even a parrying blade to counterbalance their desperate thrusts.

Now Tempest snapped right and left, tapping one blade and then the second just enough to open a lane between them. Before the two soldiers could even put their weapons back in any kind of defensive line, the perfectly balanced Aydrian rushed ahead and stabbed the man on the right in the thigh, sending him howling to the floor. Aydrian retracted Tempest way back, then turned the tip over to the left and shot the blade that way, cutting under the second swordsman’s weapon as he tried to swing it Aydrian’s way.

Up went Tempest, lifting the swordsman’s blade and arm as it went, and Aydrian stepped in behind, moving right near the man, and hit him with a short and chopping left hand to the chin.

He went down hard.

Instinctively, Aydrian spun about, slashing his blade across, and picking off an arrow as he did!

The archer was in the loft, along with at least one other man.

Aydrian picked out a path to the ladder, but before he even started away, he heard a feral roar behind him.

De’Unnero, he knew before he even turned, and sure enough, the former monk, half in human form and half in the form of a great tiger, bounded past him and easily leaped the ten feet to the loft, bowling over the archer as the man frantically tried to fit another arrow to his bowstring.

Aydrian gnashed his teeth as he heard the monk’s devastating work up above, as blood began to run freely through the spaced planks of the loft.

One man came to the edge and moved as if to leap out, screaming wildly, but he barely got off the ledge before a great paw hooked his shoulder and brutally tore him back to the loft. His screams continued, even intensified, and Aydrian could see one arm flailing wildly.

And then it suddenly stopped.

Commotion from behind stole Aydrian’s focus and he turned about to see the Allheart and Kingsmen soldiers rushing into the smithy. With a sigh of frustration, Aydrian sheathed Tempest.

Before he put his soul stone away, the young king went back to work one last time on the wound from the arrow, just to make sure he had properly repaired it. A few moments later, satisfied that he had, he slipped back out of the trance of the stone. He heard Marcalo De’Unnero, who had come down from the loft and was standing over by the door, shouting at Duke Monmouth, scolding him for allowing Aydrian to walk into such danger.

Aydrian smiled, considering that Monmouth had been given no choice in the matter. Or maybe he was just smiling because he liked hearing De’Unnero so utterly outraged.

One of the rebels from the loft came forward then and pitched over, falling hard to the floor at Aydrian’s feet and splattering the young king with blood.

De’Unnero was there in an instant, lifting an arm that was still a tiger’s paw as if to finish off the man.

But Aydrian held him back, then reached down and grabbed the wounded Palmaris soldier with his right hand. He fell back into the soul stone and sent a burst of healing energy into the man, but the poor fool was too far gone, fast falling into the realm of death.

Aydrian snarled and fell into a kneel beside him, and then, as he had done on the field with Duke Kalas so long ago, the young king’s spirit leaped through the portal of the soul stone and chased the spirit of the dying man into the dark realm.

A few moments later, Aydrian opened his eyes and fell back, and on the floor before him, the seemingly mortally wounded man coughed and sputtered and looked up, completely overwhelmed.

But very much alive.

Aydrian grinned and looked around at the many obviously impressed, obviously awed, onlookers.

Only Marcalo De’Unnero didn’t seem very pleased. He came forward to crouch before Aydrian and roughly pulled the young king to his feet.

“What folly is this?” the monk cried, then quickly lowered his voice.

“Less carnage and more manipulation, if you please,” Aydrian calmly replied, and De’Unnero could only stare at him in a stupor.

“You think this a game?” the monk asked.

“I think it an opportunity,” Aydrian answered, and he pushed De’Unnero aside—pleased to see Sadye standing there directly in his line of sight, watching closely.

Aydrian went to the man he had just saved and roughly pulled him up. “Do you not understand who I am?” he asked the man, who was trembling and obviously completely overwhelmed. “Do you not understand that I was born to be your king?” As he finished, Aydrian looked up, as if addressing them all.

“Ye … yes,” the healed man said, blinking, crying, trembling, and melting down to the floor.

“Clean this place, bury the dead, and bring the prisoners and wounded to Chasewind Manor,” Aydrian commanded his soldiers. “But do not mistreat them! We will learn much from them,” the young king declared. “And they will learn the truth of King Aydrian of Ursal. They will learn that we are not their enemies.”

The others began to filter off, giving Aydrian and De’Unnero a moment alone together.

“What are you …” De’Unnero started to ask, but then he just stopped and shook his head, clearly at a loss, clearly caught completely off his balance here—almost as much so as had been the man Aydrian had pulled from the realm of death.

Aydrian certainly understood that nearly blank expression. It was not easy for De’Unnero to see his former student step so far ahead of him!

With a snort and another helpless shake of his head, Marcalo De’Unnero walked away.

Sadye went up to Aydrian then, though she was looking back at her departing companion.

“He is only beginning to understand who I am,” Aydrian said to her, drawing her eyes to his own. “He is beginning to recognize that I am beyond him now.”

Sadye looked at him curiously, and a bit suspiciously.

“He fears that his own position will be compromised,” Aydrian went on. “He fears that I do not need him, perhaps that I will even begin to see him and his well-earned reputation as a detriment to my progress.”

“What are you talking about?”

“The truth,” Aydrian replied, and his blue eyes sparkled with intensity, boring into her. “And you know it. But Marcalo De’Unnero does not.”

“He has done so much for you,” Sadye reminded. “He found you in the Wilderlands and showed you the way—all the way, from the Timberlands, back south to Ursal, and all the way to Entel. The gemstones of Pimaninicuit were his doing, and those riches more than anything else have funded your ascension. Are you so quick to forget?”

“I have forgotten nothing,” Aydrian replied. “If I had, then I would have left De’Unnero in Ursal, for his true usefulness to me ended on the day King Danube died. Do you not believe that I would have found more acceptance here in Palmaris if I had not arrived beside the hated former bishop?

“But I’ll not forsake him,” Aydrian went on. “And I will grant him his Abellican Church, as he so desires.”

“You act as if everything from this point forward will be your doing alone.”

That wry grin returned, and it was a quite convincing and clear answer.

“I taught these rebels the truth of Aydrian this day—those who were not slaughtered to satisfy the blood thirst of Marcalo De’Unnero. That man who was so close to death will welcome Aydrian as king, and will tell others of rebellious disposition to lay down their arms and embrace the savior that is Aydrian.” He paused and tilted his head back, just a bit, so that he was looking down at Sadye more completely, and more suggestively. “When will Sadye come to accept that same truth, I wonder?”

Sadye brought a hand up to brush a strand of hair from in front of her gray eyes, a gesture that told Aydrian just how much he had rattled the normally unshakable woman. She held his stare for a short while longer, but then had to relent, and she turned and started away.

Aydrian touched her shoulder lightly and she stopped as surely as if the strong young man had grabbed her and tugged her back, and when she glanced back at him, he moved his hand from her shoulder to the side of her face, lightly running the back of his fingers down across her pretty cheek.

Sadye closed her eyes and her breathing deepened for just a moment, then she blinked her eyes open and walked away.

Aydrian knew that he had gotten into her soul in that moment. She was walking away from him, stubbornly defiant to the bitter end, but he knew beyond any doubt that she wanted to turn about and leap into his arms. He knew something else, too, and the knowledge rang sweetly in his thoughts: in many ways, Sadye almost hoped that he would kill De’Unnero and be done with it, alleviating any guilt or fears that she might harbor.

Oh yes, he had touched her soul.

Pony pulled the blanket tight about her, never blinking as she stared at the elven Lady. She had no idea how Dasslerond had accomplished this feat, taking her from Dundalis so completely that she was still wrapped in the blanket she had thrown across her shoulders when she had sat on the floor of her room to meditate.

“Aydrian is my son,” she said.

“He is,” Lady Dasslerond answered, her tone flat and showing no emotion at all.

“You stole him from me, on the field outside of Palmaris.”

“I did.”

Pony felt her legs go weak for just an instant, and then felt a sudden surge of strength course through her body, imploring her to leap ahead and throttle the diminutive elf.

“And if I had not, then both mother and child would have died on that field, the victims of the demon dactyl,” Lady Dasslerond went on, stealing a bit of that urge. “The victims of the same demon dactyl who had defeated Jilseponie and was chased away by the rescue of the Touel’alfar.”

“That does not afford you the right—”

“The same demon dactyl that once found its way to Andur’Blough Inninness, after I had rescued yet another group of humans from its clutches. Once there, the beast placed its stain upon the ground, upon the lifeblood of our valley. Only the child taken from Jilseponie on the field, where she and he surely would have died, offered the promise of defeating that growing demon rot.”

Pony stammered and sputtered, recognizing the logic but denying the conclusion. “That does not give to you the right to steal my child!” the completely frustrated woman yelled at last.

Dasslerond’s reply came as an emotionless and distant stare, as if Pony’s words had meant nothing at all to the Lady of Caer’alfar.

Which of course, was true.

“How can you stand there and look at me like that?” Pony asked. “Do you care not at all what you have done to me? To Aydrian?”

“I saved your life, and his.”

“You stole a child!” Pony yelled at her, but her strength was going even as she finished the sentence, and she continued with a voice that was clearly wavering. “Could you not have come back for me? Could you not have brought me to him? Have told me at least that he was alive and well?”

Dasslerond did flinch, just a tiny bit, but it was stopped by a strong resumption of her icy visage. “Your life was saved at a price.”

“Never one that I agreed upon!”

“It does not matter,” the Lady of Caer’alfar said. “I acted as my people needed me to act, for the good of the Touel’alfar—indeed, for the very survival of the Touel’alfar. That was my concern, and not the broken heart of a human woman. You are no enemy of the Touel’alfar, Jilseponie. Do remember that our intervention back in Dundalis those decades ago when the goblins overran the town allowed you to live. Do remember that our sacrifices were considerable in the war against the demon dactyl, and for the good of man as much as for the good of the Touel’alfar. You know bi’nelle dasada, and many other secrets of my people, and yet we have taken pity on you and allowed you to live. This is no small matter, Jilseponie. Release your anger toward us, here and now. Our days together are at their end.”

“We have never had any days together,” Pony spat back at her.

Dasslerond conceded the point. “My duty is to my people, as yours is to your own, first and foremost,” she said. “And your duty now demands that you do battle against the forces that have darkened your lands.”

“You ask me to wage war against my own son?”

“Do you believe that any of us have a choice?” asked Dasslerond. “You do not understand who he is. He is mightier with the gemstones than any who have come before, and greater with the blade, perhaps, than was Elbryan himself! He has Oracle—we thought that the gift would inspire him to follow his true path. But alas, he has found naught but ill counsel there!”

“And ill counsel from those humans closest about him,” Belli’mar Juraviel added, and neither Pony nor Dasslerond was about to disagree with that.

“Fear him,” Dasslerond warned the woman. “You cannot understand the truth of him until it is too late for you.”

“For you, you mean,” Pony accused.

Dasslerond didn’t flinch at all, didn’t even blink. “Return to your people,” she said, and she moved her hand holding the emerald up before her. “Defeat your son, for the good of the humans if not for the good of the Touel’alfar. Forget that we exist, Jilseponie, for your own sake …”

The elf’s voice began to waver and fade, and Jilseponie felt herself receding, back to Dundalis, she knew. But she lifted her own stone, too angry to let it go at that, with too much hatred for the superior-minded Lady of Caer’alfar. She dove into the hematite, releasing her spirit, and charged at Dasslerond.

She nearly overwhelmed the elven lady in that initial assault, nearly got through the iron willpower of Lady Dasslerond that had kept together the Touel’alfar and their enchanted valley for centuries.

But then there came a sudden distortion of distance, a spinning vision of landscapes, as Dasslerond, in her horror, abruptly retreated.

Pony felt as if she was falling from on high, as the spinning ground leaped up to swallow her.

And then it was over, suddenly, and she lay in a pool of cold water on a field of clay and soft mud. Her body aching from the hard landing, she pulled herself up to her knees and looked all about.

She was in the Moorlands, she realized. The desolate, goblin-infested wastelands far to the west of Dundalis. She glanced all around, though she knew that the elves were not with her. In that moment of confusion and attack, Dasslerond had retreated—likely back to Andur’Blough Inninness.

And Pony was left alone in a desolate and hostile region, without food and without a weapon.

She fell back and put her wet and muddy hands over her face, defeated.


Chapter 17
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The Dragon Revealed

IT TOOK THE THUMP OF AGRADELEOUS LANDING BESIDE HER TO BREAK BRYNN from her trance. Seeing the headless body of Yatol Bardoh lying in the sand before her was almost too much for her. The image, the reality of having finally avenged her parents, made her think back to her childhood days on the steppes of To-gai. The circumstances around her childhood had not been happy: the Behrenese conquerors were a brutal lot; and her parents, both resisting the occupation, had been almost constantly on the run. Still, Brynn’s mother and father had nurtured her and loved her, taught her the old ways. They had taught Brynn that there was something bigger than she, something bigger than all of them, and that they were a part of it, living in harmony with the soil, the plants, and the animals. They had given so much to her in the few years they had known her.

And then they were gone, taken by the wickedness of this man, Tohen Bardoh—now a headless corpse bleeding into the dirt before her.

“The battle continues,” came a voice, and Brynn looked around to see Pagonel coming over the dune behind her.

Brynn moved to join him, and saw the Chezhou-Lei warrior sitting in the sand, rubbing his throat. She shook her head, confused, certain that her strike should have proven fatal. But then she figured it out and looked over at her companion.

“You healed him.”

“He will not fight us again,” said the mystic. “Was I to allow him to die?”

“He tried to kill us.”

“He protected his master, as his code of honor demanded.” The mystic glanced back at Bardoh’s corpse, drawing Brynn’s gaze with his own. “His master needs protecting no longer.”

Brynn considered the words and the logic. Ever was Pagonel tempering her fighting spirit, ever was he edging her toward mercy.

Ever was Pagonel making Brynn a better person and a better leader.

“The battle continues,” Pagonel remarked, and they both looked back toward Jacintha, where the sounds of metal ringing against metal and the screams of the wounded and victor alike echoed in the air.

“Where are the emissaries?”

“Hiding,” the mystic explained. “Come. Perhaps the sight of Brynn and Agradeleous will convince these warriors that nothing more is to be gained here.”

Brynn turned with him and started for the dragon, but she stopped and ran to the side instead, scooping up something from the sand. Pagonel was already astride the dragon when she got there, offering her his arm to pull her up behind him.

A short run and but two flaps of Agradeleous’ great leathery wings had them up into the air, flying to the east and banking to the north. Spying ships out in the harbor, Pagonel bade the dragon to stay along the coast, in full view of whoever was out there, be it friend or foe.

The sounds of battle diminished almost as soon as the great shadow of Agradeleous rolled across the battlefield. Behrenese traitor, loyalist, and Bearman alike rushed out from before the terrible splendor of Agradeleous, forgetting their own battles in the face of this much more significant danger.

And there sat Brynn astride the beast, clutching with one hand as the dragon swerved left and right and with her other hand aloft and in clear view, holding the head of Yatol Bardoh.

The Jacintha loyalists cheered.

The Behrenese followers of Peridan and Bardoh cowered and begged for mercy.

The soldiers of Honce-the-Bear filtered back, tightening ranks defensively. Unsure of this new presence, stunned by the sight of a dragon, the men of the northern kingdom continued their well-disciplined retreat right through the southern slum of Jacintha and back to the city wall.

Out in the harbor, Abbot Olin, Master Mackaront, and Duke Bretherford found themselves drawn to the rail, along with the other crewmen, to view the spectacle of the great beast. They had heard of dragons, of course—mostly in old legends—but none of them had ever actually seen one.

“The Dragon of To-gai,” mumbled Mackaront. “Then she is more than a legend, more than the imaginings of frightened Jacintha soldiers.”

“Our soldiers are in retreat,” Abbot Olin realized. “What does this portend?”

“Wisdom?” Bretherford asked dryly.

“The cheering along the wall names the dragon as an ally,” answered Master Mackaront, who was well aware of the previous agreements between Brynn of To-gai and Yatol Wadon, and who better understood the significance of this unexpected arrival. “It is Brynn Dharielle, come to the aid of Yatol Wadon.”

Abbot Olin started to turn to face the man, but couldn’t take his eyes from the spectacle of the beast as it swooped about the battlefield south of the city. “Send couriers to the docks,” he instructed Mackaront. “Nay, go yourself! Find out what this means.”

“You fear the arrival of the beast will bring trouble for you with your new friend Yatol Wadon?” Duke Bretherford asked when Mackaront walked away.

“Not so,” said Abbot Olin. “It is Brynn, once a friend of Aydrian from what De’Unnero and Sadye have told me. It is possible that our new young king has just found a great ally.”

If Abbot Olin could have pried his eyes from the dragon at that moment, he would have noticed that Duke Bretherford didn’t seem altogether pleased by that prospect.

Agradeleous didn’t join Brynn and Pagonel as they entered Jacintha later that day. There was no need to send the populace running in fear, after all, as would have undoubtedly occurred even if the dragon had gone in using his lizardman form.

The pair was greeted warmly by the soldiers at the southern gate and taken through the streets of Jacintha to the palace of Chom Deiru. Neither missed the significance of the many soldiers in the streets that night, particularly the many soldiers of Honce-the-Bear.

“It would seem that Yatol Wadon found another ally when he learned that To-gai would not aid him,” Brynn remarked.

“Long before that,” Pagonel corrected. “Such an army as this could not have been pieced together so quickly. It would seem that your friend who now leads the northern kingdom had determined weeks ago that he would support Yatol Wadon.”

His reference to Aydrian drew a look from Brynn. She had hardly been thinking of the young ranger these last weeks, too engrossed was she in setting up her own kingdom and, of late, in rousing Agradeleous and plotting her moves in favor of Wadon.

“Or perhaps it was Abbot Olin of Entel,” Pagonel went on. “He has had a long relationship with Jacintha, by all accounts.”

Brynn had no idea of the situation, for she had little knowledge of Honce-the-Bear. She had heard that Aydrian was king soon after she had forged a truce with Behren and settled into Dharyan-Dharielle, but it had been a single courier with only vague information. Was it possible that Aydrian was here in Chom Deiru waiting for her?

She got her answer—that he was not—a few moments later, when she and Pagonel were escorted into a grand dining hall where a huge feast had been set out. Paroud was there, along with Pechter Dan Turk, who ran forward to greet Brynn warmly.

Pechter Dan Turk then led the pair about the long table, which bent in a semicircle about the tables piled with food. So much food! More than Brynn had ever seen! Enough to feed a To-gai-ru tribe for half the winter.

And yet, there were only about twoscore people assembled, stuffing their faces, spilling their drinks, tossing half-eaten racks of pork and lamb to the floor without regard.

Pechter Dan Turk showed Brynn and Pagonel to Yatol Wadon first, and the old Behrenese priest nearly leaped across the table to embrace Brynn.

“You have brought the head of Bardoh, yes?” asked the man beside him, Yatol De Hamman, as he looked down at the sack Brynn carried.

She lifted it and nodded. “It is given as a show of support to Yatol Wadon,” she said. “Though I wished to leave it outside of this place where you are feasting.”

“Your escorts insisted that we bring it in,” Pagonel added.

“Of course they did!” cried the exuberant De Hamman, and indeed, it was obvious that he was thrilled to see his enemies vanquished. He motioned to a guard, who rushed over to take the satchel, and then, to Brynn’s disgust, the soldier pulled forth Bardoh’s head and placed it upon the table of food, in a predetermined spot, raised and central, at the end of a headless pig body.

Immediately, all of the feasting Behrenese rose up and lifted their glasses of wine in toast to the death of the traitor Bardoh, and then in another to the arrival of the Dragon of To-gai.

Brynn hid her disgust well.

At a nod from Yatol Wadon, Pechter Dan Turk led Brynn along the table, introducing the various Behrenese lords and Yatols and the Jacintha garrison commander. Then he took her to the three foreigners in attendance, Bearmen all.

“I give you Abbot Olin of Entel,” Pechter Dan Turk said, and the old monk rose and extended a hand covered in bejeweled rings toward Brynn.

Not understanding that she was supposed to kiss the back of that hand, Brynn gave it a rather lame shake.

Abbot Olin only smiled at her, then turned to the two men standing on his right. “This is Master Mackaront, my emissary to Jacintha,” he said, indicating another monk. “And beside him is Duke Bretherford of the Mirianic, a lord in high standing with King Aydrian Boudabras.”

Brynn couldn’t help but reveal her interest in that name as it was unexpectedly spoken, her light brown eyes flashing as she looked from Bretherford back to Abbot Olin.

“Do you know of my king?” Abbot Olin asked her.

“It is possible,” Brynn replied. “But it was many years ago, good Abbot. I knew an Aydrian once.”

“Trained by the Touel’alfar in the Wilderlands beyond Honce-the-Bear,” the abbot agreed, and Brynn could only stare at the man. “The son of Elbryan the Nightbird and Jilseponie Wyndon Ursal, who was queen of Honce-the-Bear before him. Yes, I suspect that it is the same Aydrian you once knew, good lady. Could there be two such extraordinary young men with the same name?”

Abbot Olin looked past Brynn, as if only then noticing Pagonel standing beside her. “You have walked a strange and unexpected road, good lady,” he said, a bit too politely. “And find yourself in strange and unexpected company.”

Pagonel didn’t flinch at the obvious insult, both in words and in the smirking way that Abbot Olin was regarding him, but Brynn surely took up the defense of her friend. “Could any less be said of Aydrian?” she remarked.

Abbot Olin merely bowed and lifted his glass of wine in a salute.

Sensing the sudden tension, Pechter Dan Turk ushered the pair along to the far end of the table and their two assigned seats.

The food was wonderful and plentiful, the drink potent and brilliant, and a constant stream of entertainment—singers, musicians, and amazing dancers and acrobats—came through the dining hall, but neither Brynn nor Pagonel ever really settled in comfortably. Around them, the talk centered mostly on the appropriate punishment for Yatol Peridan and his traitors, and for those Jacintha warriors, many killed, some captured, and others fleeing across the desert, who had joined with Yatol Bardoh.

It struck Brynn as curious that Abbot Olin was participating so greatly in the discussion, and in what seemed to be more than just an advisory role.

Pagonel caught it, too. “It would seem that your friend Aydrian has forged a strong alliance here, one that goes beyond lending aid to Yatol Wadon in his time of desperation.”

Brynn didn’t like the tone of Pagonel’s voice, one full of concern, but she wasn’t really a part of the general discussion about the table, nor did she seem welcome to be. At one point, she did inquire of the man seated on her other side, a lesser Yatol, of the arrival of Abbot Olin, but he only replied cryptically that the Jacintha garrison was stronger than ever before, and that all of Behren would soon enough be put back in order.

When at last the feasting subsided, and the music went quiet, Brynn and Pagonel rose to leave. The mystic motioned Pechter Dan Turk to them, and the emissary, one of the few men in the room who had not passed out on the floor beneath the table, escorted them away.

First they went over to say their farewells to Yatol Wadon, who was standing off to the side, conversing with the trio from Honce-the-Bear.

It was Abbot Olin, though, and not Wadon, who stepped forward to greet Brynn and the Jhesta Tu, and it was obvious that the old man had indulged himself quite heavily that night. “Your action this day was that of a friend, and it will not be forgotten,” the abbot said to her, his voice slurred.

Brynn accepted his handshake, but looked past him to Wadon, who was smiling, surely, but in a manner that seemed somehow strained to her.

“I wish to meet with you again, good lady of To-gai,” Abbot Olin said with great enthusiasm. “I wish to learn more of your people, and of that curious mount of yours! Such a wonderful beast would be of great help to us as we secure the kingdom, no doubt.”

“No doubt,” Brynn replied, and she gave a polite bow and went with Pagonel out of the room, passing through the two sentries—two Honce-the-Bear sentries—posted at the door.

“Great help to us?” Brynn whispered to the mystic. “As we secure the kingdom?”

“So Aydrian looks south,” Pagonel quietly replied. “With more than a passing interest. We might do well to learn more of him.”

Sometime later, as Brynn slept soundly by a fire on the darkened plain west of the city, Pagonel took Agradeleous on a ride back to the east. The pair flew past Jacintha, hugging the north to keep the dragon’s telltale silhouette hidden behind the line of dark mountains. They stayed near to the mountain range to its very end, settling at last upon a rocky embankment overlooking the Mirianic. Not far from the shore, a grouping of Honce-the-Bear warships was moored, and a line of smaller boats stretched out from them, gliding between them one at a time.

Every so often, a scream echoed over the dark waters of the Mirianic.

“The water about the boats is thrashing,” Agradeleous remarked.

Pagonel squinted, but his eyesight was no match for that of the dragon. He could barely distinguish the silhouettes of the great ships, let alone the water about them.

“It churns white,” the dragon explained. His sentence was punctuated by another shriek from the distant ships.

Pagonel sat on the stone and crossed his legs tightly before him. The mystic placed his hands on his thighs, palms upraised, and fell back into himself. He became aware of his mind-body connection, and consciously severed it.

His spirit stepped forth, a separation of mind and body much as the Abellicans could do with the soul stone, though to a much lesser extent. It was enough to get Pagonel’s consciousness over to those distant vessels, though, just briefly.

But long enough for him to sort it out.

The Honce-the-Bear ships had captured the force of Behrenese traitors who had not landed at the docks of Jacintha. Now the Bearmen were sorting their prisoners, likely interrogating them to find which had truly turned traitor to Yatol Wadon and Jacintha.

Many of them, their hands lashed behind their backs, were being thrown into the water between the boats.

There, the sharks feasted.


Chapter 18
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A Desperate Call on a Cold Wind

PONY PULLED THE BLANKET MORE TIGHTLY ABOUT HER TO WARD OFF THE COLD wind. It was wet, though, and the wind was damp, gathering moisture from the many pools and bogs that marked the Moorlands. Mud caked Pony’s shoulder-length blond hair, and it seemed as if it would never dry in the perpetual gloom of the area. Tired from her exertion against Dasslerond and from the emotional battering just seeing the treacherous elven lady had given to her, the woman could barely find the strength to move along. A big part of her simply wanted to slip down into the soft clay and die.

Dasslerond had told her to fight Aydrian, for the sake of them all, and Pony couldn’t rightly disagree with that assessment. But how could she bring herself to do something like that against her own son? And how could she—or anyone else for that matter—find a way around the power that was Aydrian? Pony had felt that power, all too clearly. Her son could bend the will of Symphony. Her son could reach into the realm of death itself and pull Constance Pemblebury back from the grave.

It all seemed moot to her anyway, that gloomy day wandering the Moorlands. She knew enough about the region to understand the depth of her peril there. Most of the water about her was fetid, and there was little food to be found. Winter was fast coming on in the more civilized lands to the east; on the moors, the damp wind already had the bite of that cold season. She needed shelter and a fire, but there was little to be found and no wood about to burn. And this forsaken place was the domain of goblin tribes and of darker things.

Pony still held her hematite gemstone, but it would do little, she knew, to warm her or put food in her growling belly, or turn the spear of a goblin warrior.

She wandered along, stubbornly putting one foot in front of the other, hoping against hope that Dasslerond’s gemstone throw had put her near the eastern edge of the Moorland wilderness.

When day turned to night, the woman huddled against the side of a clay overhang, shivering, as the Moorlands came alive about her.

The cry of a wolf was answered again and again, some of the howls uncomfortably close. Pony pulled her blanket up tighter about her, right over her head at one point in a futile effort to block it all out.

Eventually, she did fall into the inviting swirl of the hematite, at first thinking only to spirit-walk the area about her to see if any danger was closing in. But soon after, her spirit flying free of her body, she rushed back toward the east, seeking vicarious comfort in the warm fires burning in the countryside farmhouses.

And there, somewhere north of Palmaris, perhaps in the Caer Tinella region, the woman felt a sudden and familiar connection. It was a fleeting thing, just a feeling, and nothing that she had the strength to locate specifically.

Her spirit cried out for help in that flash of recognition. She imparted images of her surroundings, trying to be as specific as possible, trying to remember exactly that last real landmark she had wandered past.

But then the woman knew she had to fly back to her body, and quickly!

She popped open her eyes and pulled aside the blanket.

And heard the goblins, snuffling in the dark, not so far away.

Frantically, Pony pulled herself from her hollow, gaining her feet and stumbling along the other way. She thought to discard the blanket, but immediately changed her mind, not wanting to leave a trail. Besides, that blanket was the only potential shield she possessed.

She came around the clay mound to find a pool blocking her way, the dark and still waters as murky as the sky above.

Pony glanced back, knowing that the creatures had caught her scent. But where to run? By all the old tales, some Moorland bogs were bottomless things; others served as home for creatures ancient and terrible.

With a steadying breath, the woman stepped ahead into the chilly water, moving slowly and smoothly to keep from splashing, and also so that she could test the ground before putting her foot down. Expecting to be swallowed up with every step, but knowing that certain danger was close behind, she pressed on.

She knew that she was making more noise then, splashing with every stride through the thigh-deep water, but she didn’t slow. For the goblins were there, on the bank behind her, their lamplight eyes scanning the darkness.

She heard a splash close behind her and glanced back to see a spear bobbing in the darkness. Now hoots and shrill calls echoed out at her, and from the continuing sound, she could tell that her enemies were fanning out, left and right, about the pool.

Pony ducked low and lifted her gemstone, falling into it once more, using the portal to break her spirit free. She flew across the night air to the southern bank of the pool, where a trio of goblins was running. Right for the middle beast she went, charging headlong, with all of her willpower, into its corporeal form.

And there she struggled, both against the spirit of the goblin and against her own revulsion at this horrible act. Of all the powers of the gemstones, none was darker than this.

She had caught the goblin by surprise, obviously, for the creature knew nothing of gemstone magic, knew nothing of disembodied spirits, and knew nothing of such spiritual battles. Still, sheer instinct had the wretched thing fighting back against Pony’s intrusion, immediately and desperately, struggling for its very life.

But Pony was still strong with the gemstones, and with the soul stone in particular. In her last weeks in Ursal, she had spent many hours tending the sick and the poor, using this same type of stone.

The goblin’s spirit was expelled.

It would be a temporary thing, Pony knew, as she came to see the world through the creature’s eyes. She stumbled and nearly toppled, for the balance of the body was very different from that of a human. Goblins were smaller and more wiry, and ran with a loping, low to the ground gait, often using their long arms to tap the ground for balance.

Still, despite that and despite the goblin’s spirit trying to fight its way back in, Pony managed to lift the creature’s crude spear and jab ahead, drawing a shriek from the goblin in front of her. When that creature pulled up, Pony jabbed it again, harder, right in the back. The goblin turned about, howling and lifting its own crude weapon.

Pony stabbed it again, and then again before it could settle into any kind of defensive posture. The creature spun desperately as it went down to the sand and Pony retracted to stab it yet again.

And then she felt a dull thud and then a burst of pain against her back and she was stumbling forward into the muck.

She managed to half turn as she fell, to see the third of the group bearing down on her, its cudgel lifted to smash her again.

At that moment, Pony relinquished her hold on the goblin’s body, her spirit flying free and the goblin’s disembodied spirit rushing back to reclaim its corporeal form.

It got there and blinked through its own physical eyes again, just in time to see the descending cudgel, just in time to feel the explosion as the crude club crushed in its forehead.

Pony didn’t see it, her spirit flying back fast across the lake, past her body and to the far bank, where another pair of creatures was moving swiftly.

She went at the trailing one, thinking to possess it similarly. She got the upper hand almost immediately, as she had with the first creature, and managed to wrestle some control of the beast.

But possession was the most difficult and taxing of the gemstone magics, and in her already weakened state, Pony could not maintain the hold. She did wrest control enough to launch the goblin at its leading partner, diving onto its ankles and tripping it down to the clay. As it turned to respond, and with the spirit of the possessed goblin frantically assailing her in an effort to regain its body, Pony managed to punch out with the possessed fist, smacking the confused creature before her right in the face.

It responded with a snarl, its arms flailing, its face coming forward to bite at her—at the goblin, rather, for Pony let go as that horrid sight approached, her spirit bursting free and rushing back to her waiting body with all the urgency of a surfacing man who has been under the water for too long.

The woman charged the rest of the way across the bog, abandoning all attempts at carefully feeling her way. She pitched forward onto the muddy bank and tumbled down to the clay. She scrambled to her feet, balling her blanket about one arm and digging her free hand into the clay to scoop up a ball.

Two of the goblins from the south were almost upon her; the third, the one she had possessed, lay screaming in agony along that southern bank.

The two came in side by side, one leading with its crude spear, the other with its cudgel raised to strike at her. Pony threw that soaked and muddy blanket across the tip of that leading spear, then easily sidestepped and launched the ball of clay right into the face of the second creature. The stunned goblin continued its charge, but it instinctively straightened back onto its heels. Pony dove to the ground at its ankles, launching it over her into the mud.

The woman scrambled frantically, turning about to defend as she rose. But she was out of practice, her reflexes dulled by age and by the emotional turmoil that had commanded the last years of her life. She saw the first goblin stubbornly coming in at her, its spear unwrapped from the entangling blanket and leading the way. She knew that she had to turn about to get past and inside that leading tip.

But she could not.

Pony hunched away as the spear caught her in the side and began to slide into her. She grabbed the shaft with her left hand, slowing the progress, then grimaced and accepted the pain as she rotated forward a half step and lashed out with her right hand, smacking the ugly little creature right in the face. It fell back from the impact, and Pony took the spear in both hands and helped the retreating goblin along, pulling the weapon back out of her side. She didn’t let go then, though the waves of pain nearly stole the strength from her completely and weakened her legs beneath her. Knowing that if she allowed the goblin to get free it would surely finish her, the woman called upon all her years of training and discipline and ignored the burning wound. Instead of following her instincts and falling away, she charged forward, shouldering the creature down to the ground before her. She continued to press down, driving her shoulder into the goblin’s face—and it promptly bit her!—while tugging relentlessly on the spear with both hands.

The goblin let go of the weapon and began battering her about the head and shoulders, biting all the while.

But then Pony put one hand beneath her and tightened all of her muscles, and in a movement that could only be achieved by one who had spent so many years of her life in martial training, the woman shoved up suddenly from the goblin. She turned a complete spin above the prone creature, reversing her grip on the spear as she went so that as she came around and fell back down atop the goblin, the spear led the way.

With all of her weight behind it, the crude but effective weapon drove into the goblin’s chest. She felt the resistance as it clipped past the creature’s backbone. Still she pressed down, the tip sinking into the soft clay beneath the creature.

The goblin went into a frenzy, a macabre dance of the last fleeting moments of its life, and Pony didn’t even try to block the many blows raining about her. She turned and scrambled off, putting her knees and hands to the ground and grabbing up more clay, then rising fast in a spin to meet the resumed charge of the goblin holding the cudgel.

She hit the stupid thing in the face with a ball of clay again, but this time, instead of diving at its feet, she charged right into it, slamming her body against it and turning as she did. She cupped her hand over the goblin’s and bent its wrist down suddenly and brutally, and as the wave of pain rolled up the creature’s arm, its grip lessened enough so that Pony could pull the cudgel free.

She took up the weapon, spun, and swung, smacking the goblin hard across the head. And then she went into a frenzy, battering the creature down into the ground, hitting it repeatedly long after it had stopped moving.

In her frustration and pain, she might have continued to batter it for a long, long time, but she heard the approach of the two from the north, and rose to meet that charge. One held a short sword and the other, the one Pony had possessed, carried no weapon but came at her hard anyway with open hands, raking at her with its long and dirty nails.

But now she had a weapon, and now she was set. She danced back, and back some more, in perfect balance and moving always just out of reach of the outraged, and quickly overbalancing, goblins. She had no doubt that she could defeat them, and easily, except that blood—and she hoped that it was just blood!—was pouring freely from her side. She grasped at her wound with one hand, literally holding in her guts, while she worked the club about the leading sword of the goblin attacker, every so often swiping it the other way to fend the second creature.

Her opponents started working more in harmony, and Pony’s legs began to go numb beneath her. The woman knew that she was in trouble. She stumbled, leaving an apparent opening, and when the too-eager sword-wielder stepped forward to fill that hole, the woman sprang forward, slapping not at the attacker, but at the weapon.

The goblin staggered out wide, leaving Pony a clear path to its unarmed companion. She went in straight, stabbing with the club instead of swinging it from out wide, and the heavy head of the weapon got through the goblin’s sudden curl to slam it in the chest. Pony retracted immediately, sending the cudgel into a spin down under her armpit and then back up high, extending her arm as she went so that the next strike came from on high, smashing down atop the goblin’s head, smashing its skull and dropping it to the ground like a stone.

Pony spun about desperately, and instinctively let fly the club at the charging sword-wielder. She didn’t score a significant hit, but tied it up enough for her to follow that throw, charging past the extended blade and slamming hard into the goblin. The pair went into a death clutch immediately, Pony grabbing the goblin’s forearm tenaciously to keep its sword out wide. She worked her feet for perfect balance and used her greater size to drive the goblin back toward the water. Then she tripped it up and fell over it into the cold and murky pool.

Pony pushed down on the creature’s head hard with her shoulder, ignoring the pain as it thrashed about beneath her. She held the difficult angle stubbornly, pressing with all her weight as the goblin went into a frenzy, kicking and flailing. It let go of its sword and managed to get its hand in enough to tug at Pony’s hair, but she accepted the pain and continued her press.

It seemed as if many minutes had slipped by, but finally the goblin stopped its thrashing.

Pony held it there for a while longer, ensuring that it was drowned, then she pulled herself off of it, crawling back to the pool’s bank. She staggered aside, holding at her still-bleeding side, all strength flying from her. She reached for the healing soul stone, needing its magical energy, but to her horror, she found that she had lost it somewhere in the fighting! She glanced around, knowing that she had to find it.

But she hadn’t the strength, and after a few staggering steps, the woman fell facedown in the clay and drifted off into a dark, dark place.

She wondered if Elbryan would be waiting for her.
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Palmaris is mine.

The great river is secured now by the fleet of Earl DePaunch, my chosen replacement for Duke Bretherford. He is a young and eager man, too concerned with his own ambitions to worry about any possible higher callings of morality and community.

He is the perfect undercommander.

As winter settles on the land, our hold on the great and important river will be strengthened and made unbreakable, and with that done, all will be in place for the next two thrusts: southeast to Entel, securing the heartlands of Honce-the-Bear; and the voyage of the armada north to Pireth Dancard and then Pireth Vanguard. I will have the whole of the kingdom by midsummer, and much of Behren as well.

The first reports coming back from Jacintha have been more than promising, and have silenced the critics among my advisors who feared that we had struck too far and too fast. Abbot Olin is in control of the Behrenese capital city now, and will have the entire southern kingdom soon enough, and it was none other than Brynn Dharielle who helped him achieve that initial victory. I cannot wait to see her again! Always have I cared for Brynn, and it will be through her eyes that I find my greatest satisfaction. Brynn will recognize me for what I have become and she will know that Lady Dasslerond was wrong about me. She will know that I am the epitome of the ranger, that I am more than the promise of my mother and my father, that I am more than the wretched Touel’alfar could ever have hoped to produce. Brynn will take pride in me; perhaps together we will rule the entire known world.

Perhaps not, but I will ensure that she is not forgotten in the maelstrom of Aydrian Boudabras.

Once I had thought that Brynn would ultimately become my bride, my queen. Two rangers, ruling the lands in a manner that the men of the world have never known. Now, though, I see another who must rise beside me. Every day that passes moves Sadye farther from the arms of Marcalo De’Unnero and closer to mine own. I will have her singing the songs of Aydrian alone soon enough, and now, I believe, De’Unnero has come to understand this. I hear it in the agitation of his voice whenever he speaks to me. I see it in the looks he tosses Sadye’s way, in the fists too oft clenched at his sides. But he will step back, I am sure, because that which I offer to him—all the Abellican Church and the complete control of the weretiger within him—has ever been more important to Marcalo De’Unnero than any woman.

He will be happy for us. Or if not, he will remain silent.

Either way, I do not care.

Similarly, De’Unnero will not be alone in his criticism of my forthcoming decision, I understand. He suspects that I am seeking something in the area to the west—oftentimes has he questioned me about sending Duke Kalas and his forces on such a wide western sweep of the region surrounding Palmaris. When I tell them of my intentions, there will inevitably be doubters, even more so than when I sent Abbot Olin to invade Jacintha. This time, though, the prize is less apparent, for many of them do not even understand that the enclave of Touel’alfar exists. Aside from that, they will question my choice to go to war with an enemy that is irrelevant to the kingdom, and to any kingdom of man.

But nothing could be more relevant to me than the destruction of Andur’Blough Inninness and Lady Dasslerond!

And nothing in all the world will taste sweeter than the moment of my victory over the elves!

I will hear her surrender. I will hear her admission that she was wrong. I will hear her proclaim Aydrian as worthy of the title “ranger,” as more worthy than any who came before him, including his legendary father!

And then I will stamp Andur’Blough Inninness flat.

It was not until very recently that I came to understand the depth of my hatred toward Dasslerond and her annoying little folk. I left Andur’Blough Inninness bitterly, to be sure, and after a struggle that would have cost me my very life had I lost. But still, for months and months, my feelings toward the Touel’alfar had been more along the lines of wanting to prove them wrong, of wanting to force from the lips of their pompous leader the honest admission that they did not appreciate me. The delicious irony of it all, of course, is that I have come to understand myself and my potential through Oracle, the elven gift to me, the discipline that Lady Dasslerond herself insisted that I master. At Oracle, I have come to see the selfishness of the Touel’alfar. At Oracle, I have come to see their unconcern for me, and for all humans. At Oracle, I have come to know their ultimate arrogance, their continual lies—not only to me, but to every human they have ever known. At Oracle, I have learned the darkness of Touel’alfar hearts, and the cruelty of Touel’alfar generosity. For they do nothing for the good of a human. They use that guise merely to gain full control, that they might manipulate their rangers to serve only the Touel’alfar.

But at Oracle, I learned to turn their duplicitous games back upon them. The large shadow in the mirror prompted me on, even as the smaller shadow told me how many wondrous things the elves might teach to me. And so I used them even as they tried to use me. I let them teach me the sword dance, the gemstones, and the way of the ranger.

How delicious will be the irony when I crush them!

I wonder if Brynn has come to see the truth of these wretched slavers. I wonder if, in her rise to the leadership of To-gai, she has been able to look past her personal gains to understand that she had merely been an instrument for Lady Dasslerond. I wonder if she sees a shadow similar to my mentor in her darkened mirror at Oracle.

If she does not, then I will become her shadow.

I hope to see her in the summer. I hope to tell her in great detail of the fall of Dasslerond and the wretched Touel’alfar. I hope that she will come to see the truth.

For it would truly please me if Brynn Dharielle, the Dragon of To-gai, walked this road beside me, willingly and with all of her heart.

But if not, then so be it. I will construct the road of immortality over the bodies of lesser men and lesser women. I will lead humanity to its pinnacle of glory and hope, but that can be achieved only through war.

Oracle has shown me this road clearly, and it is one I am prepared to walk. And Oracle has honestly shown me that this side journey I intend to make to Andur’Blough Inninness is not a necessary path to the conquest of the human kingdoms—as my doubting commanders will no doubt point out—but that it is a necessary journey for Aydrian the king nonetheless.

If for no better reason than to enjoy the sweetness of Lady Dasslerond’s defeat.

—KING AYDRIAN BOUDABRAS


Chapter 19
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Stretching His Fingers

THE WORK ALONG THE PALMARIS DOCKS WAS NOTHING SHORT OF FURIOUS. A LINE of wagons stretched the length of the city’s long wharf as one Ursal warship after another slid into line. The Kingsmen drilled along the docks, learning techniques for getting ashore quickly and efficiently and establishing defensive positions. Several ships were brought into dry dock for repair, recaulking hulls, and even replacing severely weathered planks. Second and third anchors were added to the larger ships, to hold them steady against potential winter gales.

Not the Palmaris gales, though. Anyone observing the preparations who understood the region and seamanship would quickly come to the conclusion that many of these warships were soon to be departing, and to the north, into the open Gulf of Corona.

And they would be taking extra crew—soldiers—along for the journey.

In a small stone house not far from the docks—which was actually the house that served as St. Precious Abbey’s liaison house to the region, used by Marlboro Viscenti when he had sneaked out of the city just prior to Aydrian’s arrival—seven monks had gathered to watch an extraordinary presentation by an extraordinary man.

King Aydrian sat between the brothers, a hematite in one hand and a graphite in the other.

“This stone,” he explained, holding forth the hematite, “can serve you as a conduit to the other. Using the state of meditation offered through the soul stone, you will have easier access to the powers of the second stone.” To finish his point, the young king lifted both stones before him, closed his eyes, and sent a jolt of electricity emanating out from him, stunning and surprising the brothers and knocking a couple right to the floor.

A few minor protests began, but Aydrian’s laughter, which quickly became contagious, cut them short.

Aydrian started to explain, but then just jolted them all again, and then again, laughing all the while, as were most of the brothers. With De’Unnero’s help, he had chosen only the most loyal and ambitious group of Abellican converts, and the promises of power he was now displaying for them simply overwhelmed any protests before they could gain strength.

“It is so very easy,” the young king explained. It wasn’t quite true, he knew, and certainly would not be as easy for these brothers to perform as it was for him, who had learned the deepest secrets of the gemstones from his shadow mentor at Oracle. If he had thought for a moment that these brothers would ever even approach his power and ease of use with the gemstones, this was one secret the young king would have certainly kept to himself!

Aydrian led the seven out the back door of the house, and into a narrow alleyway that he had ordered his soldiers to seal off to the public. And then he put the monks to work with the gemstones, one at a time, shooting bolts of lightning down the alleyway.

Most of the shots were truly pitiful, Aydrian had to admit, but he kept them at it, over and over, and what heartened him was that the seven showed little signs of tiring from the extended magic use, which proved, at least, that they were having a somewhat easier time of accessing the graphite using his soul stone technique.

At several points during the training, Aydrian fell into his own soul stone and stepped free of his mortal coil, moving to the training monk. He didn’t go in to possess the chosen man, but affected a sort of spiritual joining, that he could guide the monk along his journey from soul stone to graphite.

A short while later, with the training on in full, the young king was drawn from his work by the sounds of an argument not too far away. Aydrian recognized the voices and was hardly surprised.

He left the young monks to their work and moved out of the alley and back into the stone house, where he found Marcalo De’Unnero and Earl DePaunch in heated discussion.

“It is folly!” De’Unnero declared. “The gulf is not to be challenged so late in the season when we have so much to lose and so little to gain.”

“Perhaps you should ask our king about that before making such a statement,” replied Earl DePaunch, a thin and severe-looking young man, whose tight little beard and thick black eyebrows only added to the intensity of his dark and too-eager eyes. DePaunch, an Allheart Knight, had been appointed by Aydrian to replace Duke Bretherford as acting earl of the Mirianic on the suggestion of Duke Kalas; and in listening to him now, his every word dripping in an almost obsessive intensity, it wasn’t hard for Aydrian to understand the reasoning behind that recommendation.

As he finished, DePaunch drew De’Unnero’s gaze over to the house’s back door, where stood a rather amused-looking King Aydrian.

“All goes well, my friend,” Aydrian said to De’Unnero. “Why are you so concerned?”

“The Gulf of Corona is an enemy we do not need,” De’Unnero replied, and he glanced from Aydrian to DePaunch in a manner clearly asking the young king to dismiss the upstart young earl. “If the ships exit the Masur Delaval and find a gale blowing down from the Timberlands, we may lose a thousand men to an indifferent enemy.”

“I have faith that our friend DePaunch here will properly sail the ships to Pireth Dancard and quickly secure the island,” Aydrian answered.

“We will overwhelm them, my King,” DePaunch snapped, coming to painfully straight attention. “I will have Pireth Dancard in my grasp within two weeks, and set the flag of King Aydrian waving from its high tower throughout the winter!”

“There, you see?” Aydrian calmly asked, drawing a sour look from the dangerous monk.

“You are sending but a third of our available ships,” said De’Unnero, as if that alone showed that Aydrian was not as unconcerned as he appeared. “Why not send the entire fleet, after all, and truly overwhelm the small fortress?”

“The others will be needed to continue to patrol the river and to ferry our soldiers to the eastern banks.”

“Prince Midalis has ships,” De’Unnero reminded.

“Which is why I wish to take Pireth Dancard before we begin the next maneuvers to secure the southland,” Aydrian explained. “With the island in our grasp, Midalis’ ships, or any potential informant vessels he might have scouting about our coasts, will have no place to resupply. Taking Pireth Dancard will help to blind him to our movements.” Aydrian paused and gave a wry little grin, then tossed a carrot out to the concerned monk. “And will seal off passage from St.-Mere-Abelle, for the brothers there have no ships capable of crossing the Gulf of Corona without stopping to resupply. We wouldn’t want Fio Bou-raiy and his cronies to rush to Midalis’ side, would we?”

“Midalis may be sailing south already,” De’Unnero reasoned. “If he reaches Pireth Dancard before Earl DePaunch, the force you now send will not be sufficient to dislodge him.”

“He is not,” Aydrian said with great conviction, with absolute certainty, and he flashed his soul stone for De’Unnero to see, knowing that the monk was well aware of spirit-walking and Aydrian’s power with the stones.

“I have not been idle here,” Aydrian explained. “I do not send a third of my fleet into dangers without proper scouting. Prince Midalis’ ships are moored in Vanguard harbor, just as we would expect for this season.”

“Prince Midalis has many experienced sailors in his fleet, who know well the cold waters of the gulf,” the monk retorted. “At anchor is a well-considered position for ships in this season.”

Aydrian smiled at the unrelenting sarcasm. He was not growing tired of Marcalo De’Unnero questioning his every move. He understood the many frustrations, everything from Sadye to St.-Mere-Abelle, that were playing on the man’s emotions, and he was glad of the questioning in any case. The ever-doubting De’Unnero was keeping Aydrian from getting careless, was forcing Aydrian to find a solution to every possible danger before committing so much of his resources. That was a good thing.

“It is not so far a journey,” Earl DePaunch interjected, turning to face Aydrian, though he was answering De’Unnero. “I will get there. I will secure the island and put the fleet into tight mooring about its sheltered bays whenever a gale threatens. You will lose no ships, my King, and few men—and fewer when the brothers you so magnificently train perfect the methods you show them!”

Aydrian nodded his appreciation of the confidence, but he was watching De’Unnero more than DePaunch, and was quite amused by the monk’s mocking expression aimed at the upstart and eager young earl. De Paunch caught the look, too, obviously, and he bristled with the pride so prevalent in the Allheart Knights.

“Brother De’Unnero fears any diversion from the goal he views as penultimate,” Aydrian explained to the earl. “To his thinking, there remains one prize above all others. Is that not true, brother?”

De’Unnero returned the young king’s stare, but did not otherwise respond.

“St.-Mere-Abelle looms as the crowning prize for our friend,” Aydrian went on. “And indeed, when Marcalo De’Unnero is in control of the Abellican Church, our desire to return the kingdom to its former glory, and even to expand that glory, will be much closer to realization.

“Patience, my friend,” Aydrian went on, turning to De’Unnero with a slightly condescending tone. “Let us secure the gulf and isolate Midalis, and then we might turn our attention to St.-Mere-Abelle. The foolish brothers will have no support from without, and likely will face great dissent from within. You will have your deserved prize. You will sit as Father Abbot of the Abellican Church of Honce-the-Bear while your friend Abbot Olin sits as Father Abbot of the Abellican Church of Behren. And be assured that I am well aware of the value you two bring to my rule.”

They were simple words, of course, and ones that Aydrian had uttered to De’Unnero many times previous. But issuing the timely reminder now in front of Earl DePaunch, who was surely a man well on the rise within Aydrian’s military hierarchy, created a calming effect on Marcalo De’Unnero. The monk looked at Aydrian long and hard, then merely nodded, his arguments defeated, and bowed and walked away.

Earl DePaunch flashed Aydrian a look that seemed to mock the departing monk, a grin that conveyed his amusement at how easily Aydrian had deflected the argument.

But Aydrian would have none of that. De’Unnero’s reputation among the Allhearts and with Aydrian’s court in general had been on the decline of late, as the monk’s reputation had elicited nothing but scorn from the populace of the towns falling under their control, particularly here in Palmaris.

“That man is the greatest warrior in all the world,” Aydrian said, and DePaunch’s smile evaporated. “Besides myself, of course. He could defeat you or any of your Allheart brothers in single combat, one after another until the lot of you were dead.”

DePaunch bristled again, his shoulders straightening, his expression tightening.

“Take that as no insult, my good Earl,” Aydrian went on. “Even your Duke Kalas knows the truth of this. A man as proficient in the arts martial as Marcalo De’Unnero is a rare treasure indeed, the epitome of a generation of warriors. He is a man of honor and great fortitude against trials you cannot begin to understand or appreciate. Look upon him as a great ally, I beseech you, and know that when he sits in power of the Abellican Church, it will become again an institution allied with the throne in a manner beneficial to the nobility of Honce-the-Bear.”

“Yes, my King,” DePaunch said obediently.

“And do keep always in your mind, my good Earl, the certainty that if you mock Marcalo De’Unnero too greatly, he might just kill you.”

So much for DePaunch’s proud posturing.

“Enough of that,” Aydrian was quick to add, not wanting to deflate his naval leader too greatly. “Turn your attention from the detractors of this all-important mission. That is an issue with which I must deal. Your duty now is clear before you. Prepare this fleet to sail, and these men to execute their tasks to perfection. I send you in all confidence—I listen not at all to those who doubt the wisdom of this expedition to Pireth Dancard because I hold absolute faith that you will secure the fortress in the name of King Aydrian. Once we have that island, the key to the Gulf of Corona is in our hands, and our enemies from the north will have far fewer options open to them concerning their route of attack.

“But beware and be vigilant, my good Earl, for it is possible that Prince Midalis will come against you before we are able to reinforce you. If the Vanguard warships come against Pireth Dancard, you must hold them off. You must make Midalis pay dearly.”

“My King,” Earl DePaunch said quietly, as if he could hardly get the words past the lump of pride swelling in his chest and in his throat, “I will not fail you. When you sail north after the winter, you will find Pireth Dancard flying the bear and tiger of King Aydrian, and you will find the men you now entrust with this most important mission standing ready to sail beside you in the conquest of Pireth Vanguard!”

Aydrian smiled, mentally patting himself on the back once again for the wisdom of his decision to take the main fleet from the aging and too-cautious Duke Bretherford.

“He is afraid, that’s all,” Sadye said to Aydrian later that day, the two of them alone in Chasewind Manor’s luxurious rooms. “He holds confidence that we cannot be stopped, of course, but prefers a more methodical march across the world.”

Aydrian gave her an amused look. “Since when has Sadye ever preferred a course of caution?”

That set the smallish woman back on her heels.

“Is this not the same Sadye who traveled the Wilderlands with a band of ruffians?” Aydrian asked. “The same Sadye who befriended Marcalo De’Unnero, indeed, who fell into his arms, because of the thrill of danger that he presented?”

Sadye’s posture became one of petulance. “It was more than that.”

“Was it?” Aydrian asked. “Oh yes, there was the promise of power, as well, perhaps the greatest aphrodisiac Sadye the bard has ever known.”

She tried to hold her look, but Aydrian could see that his simple and honest reasoning was wearing at her edges. He moved very close to her—too close!—and she seemed to shrink back, just a bit.

“I understand you,” Aydrian said, his voice barely above a whisper. “You and I both recognize the allure of power and of danger. You and I both understand that to live on the precipice of disaster is truly to be alive.”

Sadye blinked repeatedly and her breathing became more urgent and intense. Aydrian could feel that breath on his face, full of the heat that was growing within her. He could see the sparkle in her dark eyes, an intensity wrought of simmering desire that threatened to explode into unbridled passion.

He leaned in a little closer, wanting her to be full of his scent and his breath, wanting her to feel the pull of his body.

Her chest rose and fell more quickly; she was drawn toward him beyond the warning of her common sense.

“I am expected at council,” Aydrian said suddenly, and he stepped back, breaking the moment. He wanted Sadye badly. He had never known the love of a woman, but he understood the sweetness of it anyway, could see it in the sheer intensity of the woman’s eyes, could feel it in the heat emanating from her body.

But not now. Not while they were still so far from the treasure De’Unnero coveted most greatly. He would trade De’Unnero the Abellican Church for Sadye, and the man would go along. Besides, Aydrian knew that he was making Sadye insane with lust for him, and he wanted to play that out, wanted to let the heat grow within her until she begged him to take her.

With a look that promised passion beyond anything the woman had ever known, Aydrian turned about and left the room, glancing back only one time.

Sadye was trembling.

Thoughts of her followed Aydrian out of Chasewind Manor and all the way across Palmaris to the meeting house near to the city’s north gate. He found De’Unnero, Kalas, and all the other commanders who were not busy with DePaunch and the preparations at the docks assembled about a table on which was spread a map of Honce-the-Bear.

Aydrian moved to the table, stepping between De’Unnero and Kalas. He studied the map, noting the areas shaded red to indicate that they were considered well secured under his control. That included all of the kingdom south of Caer Tinella on the western side of the Masur Delaval, and all of the southland, across Yorkey County to Entel. Aydrian particularly noted the newest placement of the pointers they used to show the intended progress of a coming march. One moved out of the Masur Delaval to Pireth Dancard, indicating the course of DePaunch, while a second moved across the river from Palmaris and diagonally southeast, generally aiming for Entel or the coastal region just to the north.

“Proceed,” Aydrian bade them, for he knew that all of the commanders had paused to allow him to digest the map in full.

Kalas looked to De’Unnero, motioning for him to continue his reasoning, and the monk promptly bent over the table and adjusted that southeastern-leaning arrow to a position more directly east, its tip climbing north from Entel in a direct line to St. Gwendolyn, the largest abbey along the Mantis Arm region of the kingdom.

After a moment’s pause, Duke Kalas said, “You risk leaving pockets of resistance behind our lines. We have not secured every town south of this line and out to the Mirianic. Prince Midalis has loyalists there, I assure you.”

“The longer we tarry, the more likely those pockets will fester into open rebellion,” De’Unnero countered. “If we sweep north of them, those unsecured towns will be cut off and the people will understand the folly of resistance.”

“Tarry?” came a question from a lord across the table. “Are you not the same man who cautioned patience and argued against launching Earl DePaunch to Pireth Dancard?”

“Brother De’Unnero wished to ensure that all precautions were properly explored,” Aydrian interjected before the volatile monk could snap back. “And wisely so. There is a significant difference between a fast march and a late-season seaborne assault. The weather will not slow To-gai ponies, but a gale in the gulf could cost us dearly.”

That brought more than a few confused looks from those around the table, from men who had supported Aydrian’s determined decision to send DePaunch north.

“Brother De’Unnero wanted to make sure that all risks had been weighed—as Duke Kalas is apparently thinking now in aiming our march more conservatively toward Entel.” Aydrian paused a moment and looked at Kalas, and then, with a supportive smile, to De’Unnero. “In this case, the dangers are even less considerable,” he decided, and he placed his hand on the pointer, holding it firmly in line toward St. Gwendolyn. “If any rise behind us, we will quickly proceed south and destroy them. For our army that reaches St. Gwendolyn and the sea will likely be far less in number than the force that initially departs Palmaris. We will stretch our line across the kingdom, from the Masur Delaval to the Mirianic, and then turn up the coast and move inland from the river simultaneously.” As he spoke, he put his hands at those two strategic points and slowly began to move them toward each other, timing them so that they would converge upon that single most coveted prize, St.-Mere-Abelle.

Aydrian was not surprised by the satisfied expression he found stamped upon the face of Marcalo De’Unnero. He turned his head about to regard Kalas, and found him nodding his agreement.

“It will be the most glorious march of the Allhearts and Kingsmen in centuries!” said the same enthusiastic commander who had berated De’Unnero.

“Ten thousand soldiers marching under the bear and tiger of King Aydrian,” another agreed. “The very ground will tremble at our passing!”

“The army will be prepared for the challenge,” Duke Kalas assured the king, and several seconded his sentiment.

“Duke Kalas can begin his march out of Palmaris at the earliest opportunity,” Aydrian explained. “The season will be milder across the heartland than in Palmaris. For those Allhearts who will not go with Duke Kalas, but will remain in command of Palmaris, I bid you to gather exploratory forces and strengthen the flow of information all about us, from Caer Tinella in the north to Ursal in the south, and across all the stretches of the kingdom west of the river. Also, ready a fast-moving force to react to any open revolt anywhere south of Duke Kalas’ proposed march. If a local lord begins resistance, you have my orders to crush him and at once replace him with someone loyal to me.”

That brought enthusiastic nods from the warriors, to be sure, but also more than a few confused looks.

“You will be traveling back to Ursal then, my King?” Duke Kalas asked. “For you speak of my march as if you will not be involved.”

“No, and yes,” Aydrian replied, and when those answers sank in, a few more commanders affected confused expressions.

“Surely you are not considering sailing with Earl DePaunch to Pireth Dancard!” one man said with alarm, voicing the doubts shown on every face about the table—except of course, for Aydrian and one other notable exception: Marcalo De’Unnero.

Aydrian looked at the monk and could see on De’Unnero’s face a complete understanding of his own intentions.

“Duke Kalas has secured the regions west of Palmaris,” De’Unnero remarked, the perfect lead-in for Aydrian.

“The plans you lords have put in place to deal with the enemies of the crown that you recognize are laudable,” Aydrian explained. “Yet there remains one more enemy, hidden in the west. This enemy will prove formidable only if we allow her to use her tactics of subterfuge and quiet destruction. If we face her on the field of honor, the threat will be fast extinguished.”

He paused and considered the posture of those about the table, the looks of confusion and even suspicion. Aydrian understood those expressions, certainly. His ascension had thrust the kingdom into civil war, had forced these earls and dukes and Allheart Knights into standing against the man they always believed would become their king. And now Aydrian was introducing something completely new to them, yet another threat and yet another war.

“This will be my task throughout the winter,” Aydrian explained, sliding up out of his chair to tower over the seated men. “While Earl DePaunch secures the gulf and Duke Kalas and you other fine lords strengthen our hold on the southland, and while Brother De’Unnero continues the erosion of the present-day Abellican Church and facilitates the revitalization of that wayward institution, I will march to the west, with four hundred warriors behind me.”

“The Allhearts are ready to march, my King,” said Duke Kalas. “I will personally pick the most able Kingsmen to supplement our ranks.”

“Did you not hear me just explain that your duties to the crown will be in the southland?” Aydrian asked.

“But my King …”

Aydrian leaned over the table, hovering over Kalas, and—amazingly to the other lords and Allhearts, who had always viewed Duke Kalas as the strongest of their order—the man seemed to shrink and diminish beneath the mighty king.

“Do not ever presume to treat me as a delicate ornament,” Aydrian reminded, his tone level. “I am the same man who defeated the uprising at the north wall, the same man who facilitated our conquest of this formidable city, the same man who won the tournament celebrating the fiftieth birthday of King Danube.”

Aydrian wished that he could take back that last remark as soon as the words had left his mouth, for Duke Kalas winced—he had been the man Aydrian had defeated that day—and all the other lords bristled. Behind him, the young king heard Marcalo De’Unnero suck in his breath hard.

“If I am enough of a man even to ride in the same field as Duke Kalas,” Aydrian improvised, “then surely I am warrior enough to defeat the dangerous enemy to our west.”

Kalas’s expression softened just a bit, but enough so for Aydrian to hope that he had salved the wound.

“Would you not all agree?” the young king asked, turning and standing straight, his waving arm throwing the question to all the assembly.

As the lords fumbled about their appropriate affirmative responses, Aydrian glanced down to his left, to see a tight-jawed De’Unnero resting back in his chair, his strong arms crossed defensively over his chest.

“Pray tell us the identity of this enemy, my King,” Duke Kalas bade. “Do you fear the huntsmen of the Wilderlands?”

“I fear no one,” Aydrian replied. “Not Prince Midalis, not St.-Mere-Abelle, and not the Touel’alfar.”

Looks of astonishment came back at him; some of them had never even believed in the Touel’alfar, after all, and had known them only in the fireside tales told to them as children and in the wild rumors circulating through the streets of Ursal that Aydrian had been raised and trained by these mysterious elves.

“Oh yes, my lords, they are real, these elusive creatures of the Wilderlands,” Aydrian assured them. “You have all heard the rumors of my origins, beyond my parental heritage, and those rumors are true. I know this enemy. I know where she lives. And I know how to destroy her, quickly and efficiently. I will go with four hundred—select the soldiers, Duke Kalas, and they need not be the finest of your warriors. Just give to me men able to withstand the elements of winter, men who possess the skills necessary to survive the harshness of winter in the Wilderlands, even in the lower mountains. Huntsmen and those raised on the northwesternmost borders of Wester-Honce, perhaps.”

“This is foolishness,” came an unexpected reply from across the table, even as Duke Kalas was nodding his agreement. Aydrian and all the others looked over to regard the speaker, Duke Treschent of Falidean, the southernmost province of the Mantis Arm.

“You dare to question the king?” Kalas snapped, but Aydrian held up his hand, bidding Treschent to continue.

“I … I only …” Treschent glanced about nervously.

Aydrian began a slow walk about the table, his eyes never leaving the man, his stare, though it seemed neutral outwardly, melting the duke beneath it.

“You do not doubt my ability to destroy our enemy,” Aydrian prompted.

“No, my King, of course not!” the squirming duke replied.

“No, you fear our hold over the kingdoms while I am away,” Aydrian reasoned, and the other swallowed hard. “You question the depth of the acceptance of King Aydrian, and fear that the people will step into open revolt when I am away.”

The duke swallowed hard again as Aydrian moved to stand right beside him, and several others about the table dared to whisper in private conversation.

“Is that not why I have men such as Brother De’Unnero and Duke Kalas supporting me?” Aydrian asked. He stayed there a moment, thoroughly diminishing the duke, then walked to the side, addressing the whole of the gathering.

“You are all afraid,” he said bluntly. “And why should you not be? We have struck out boldly from Ursal, and thus far our road has been an easy one to walk. Only Palmaris has offered any real resistance, and even that …” He paused and chuckled easily.

“And now we face a dangerous sail to the north, and potential battle in the south,” he went on. “And Midalis is always there, in waiting.” He looked at De’Unnero. “And St.-Mere-Abelle is there, waiting. The greatest fortress in all the world, manned by more than seven hundred brothers trained in battle and mighty in gemstone magic. You are all wary, as well you should be.

“And now I tell you of a new foe, one which most of you never even knew existed. Your doubts are justified, except …”

He paused and looked around, to make sure that every set of eyes was looking his way, that every ear was tuned to his every word.

“Except that I am your king,” Aydrian went on. “And I know this enemy, intimately so. And I know how to eradicate this enemy. And so I shall.”

There were no whispers, and no responses, not even from Duke Kalas or Marcalo De’Unnero.

“You are dismissed,” Aydrian said to them. “Go to your duties. Winter is fast approaching and we have much to accomplish before the turn of spring and the greater battles that season will bring.”

With many glances to each other, and much nervous shuffling, the gathered nobles began to filter out.

All except one.

Marcalo De’Unnero remained in his seat with his back-leaning, almost amused posture, his arms still crossed over his muscular chest. Slowly, his eyes never blinking and never leaving Aydrian, he unfolded those arms and began to slowly clap his hands.

“You handled them as if they were children,” he congratulated. “Yet most of them have been in positions of authority longer than you have been alive. So tell me, my onetime student, where have you come to know such politic?”

Aydrian gave a little shrug. “It is an extension of confidence, my friend.”

“You are so certain that you are above them?”

“Beyond anything they could ever dream,” Aydrian replied. “And you know that I am. If I treat them as children, it is because—beside me—that is all that they are.”

De’Unnero’s expression became somewhat incredulous. “You are simply amazing.”

“More than you can imagine.”

De’Unnero paused and looked away for a moment, then chuckled and turned back. “And you truly mean to march against Lady Dasslerond and her band?”

“It is a prize I covet as dearly as you covet St.-Mere-Abelle, and one far more easily attained.”

De’Unnero’s expression became very serious. “Do not underestimate the diminutive folk,” he warned. “It was they who orchestrated the rise of your father. It was they who facilitated the downfall of Father Abbot Markwart and the previous Abellican Church. Those were no minor feats.”

“If Lady Dasslerond is able to work from the shadows, she is formidable,” Aydrian agreed. “But I intend to light those shadows with flames. She will not stand against me—this will not be our first encounter. Even then, when I was so much younger and inexperienced, Dasslerond was not the one who walked away victorious.”

“I should go with you,” De’Unnero said, and Aydrian was shaking his head before the predictable words ever came forth.

“Our hold on St. Precious is not so strong, and converting the brothers will prove far more valuable than merely eliminating them.”

“Then wait until the spring, or until the next season, when the kingdom is secured.”

“You believe that Dasslerond will not involve herself in our conquest? You do not understand her hatred of me, and her fear. She knows that I will come for her, as the monks of St.-Mere-Abelle know that the wrongs they perpetrated upon Marcalo De’Unnero will lead you back to them, at the head of an army mighty enough to topple them. If we wait for Dasslerond, she will become many times more dangerous to us.”

“The winter in the Wilderlands will be difficult for so large a force.”

“That is why I choose not to take twenty thousand,” said Aydrian. “I have the full measure of Andur’Blough Inninness and Lady Dasslerond. Four hundred will suffice.

“I will return to you within three months’ time,” Aydrian went on when it seemed as if De’Unnero had run out of doubts to express. “And the threat to the west will be no more. If Duke Kalas is successful in his march across the southland, we will be well on our way. Then we might focus more fully on the march of Midalis, and when that inconvenience is eliminated, we will turn our attention to the greatest prize of all.”

“While Abbot Olin continues his conquest of Behren,” De’Unnero replied. “While our new commanders in Vanguard—the eager DePaunch, perhaps—draw up battle plans for the conquest of Alpinador. What then, my former student? Do we sail to the Weathered Isles and conquer the powries, as well?”

It was meant sarcastically, but Aydrian gave a look to show that the possibility did intrigue him.

“But let us not forget about Brynn Dharielle, this ‘Dragon of To-gai’ who sent Behren into such turmoil,” De’Unnero went on undaunted.

“What is your point?” Aydrian asked, all signs of his previous amusement flown.

“Take care that we do not stretch too far, else more than you believe will slip through your widespread fingers,” De’Unnero warned. “You have made many enemies out there, more formidable than you apparently believe.”

“Or perhaps you merely underestimate Aydrian,” the young king said.

“It always comes back to that.”

Aydrian smiled.

“And if you are killed in the Wilderlands?” the monk asked. “What then for all of us?”

“There is no return for the noblemen and the Allhearts,” Aydrian was quick to answer. “They have taken an open stand against Midalis, and so if they are to hold their coveted power, the prince cannot rise as king. There is no stepping back from this war. I will not be killed, but if that were to come to pass, then the gain to Marcalo De’Unnero would be even greater. You would win the war without me, of course, and then how much stronger would your Church become when the kingdom is truly leaderless? Duke Kalas will be appointed as Steward of the State, no doubt, but a steward is not a king.”

De’Unnero was tapping his fingers before his face by then, his every movement showing that he was not about to disagree.

“So take heart, my friend, and hold faith in your”—he paused to flash a smile—“former student.”


Chapter 20
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The Heart to Fight

THE NIGHT WAS SO DARK THAT WHEN SHE OPENED HER EYES, SHE WAS NOT CERTAIN that she had. Or perhaps, if her eyes were indeed open once more, she had passed from the world she had known to a place of darkness, a place of shadows—to a place that did not know the light of life.

She closed her eyes once more and consciously tuned herself in to the sensations about her: the cold, wet clay beneath her face and bare arms; the numbness in her legs; the dull ache that permeated her side; the hot fire of pain burning brightly in her belly. She knew at once that she was very near to death, for a coldness crept up her legs, one so profound that it seemed as if her flesh was disappearing beneath its deathly touch.

She tried to lift her head, but could not. She wanted to turn to the side, to get the cold, gritty clay away from her mouth, but she could not.

She wondered then why she had stirred, why death had not simply taken her in her unconscious state.

She got jostled—again, she realized—by something hard pushing against her shoulder.

With tremendous effort, Pony slid her head along the clay enough to change her angle of view. At first she saw nothing except the darkness, but gradually, she made out a darker silhouette.

She got pushed again.

A horse’s hoof.

“Symphony?” the woman mouthed, but silently, for she had not the strength to draw enough breath for audible words. She saw the silhouette rear up and kick its forelegs, and she felt the connection, intimate through the powers of the turquoise gemstone that Brother Avelyn had set into Symphony’s breast.

“Symphony,” she said again, this time whispering through the clay.

The horse nickered and pawed the ground anxiously, prompting her to movement.

But Pony had not the strength.

More insistent, Symphony pushed at her again, shifting her to the side. Waves of pain rolled up and down her side, but with them came the sensation of feeling, at least, a temporary reprieve from death. Pony wasn’t sure that she wanted that reprieve, though. Wouldn’t it be easier just to close her eyes and let the nether realm take her? To go to Elbryan? To escape the pain of goblin spears and the more profound agony that was Aydrian?

For there before her, hovering like a black wall against her willpower, against her very instinct to survive, was the specter of Aydrian, the mark of true despair. She had seen his power and the blackness within his heart. In looking into his blue eyes—so much akin to her own—Pony had understood the waste of what might have been and the terror of what he had become. She could not defeat him, nor could she bear to watch his rise.

And in the end, for her, there would be only death.

Symphony whinnied and stomped at the ground. The stallion pranced about Pony, snorted with every stride, kicking and bucking insistently. The sheer power of the old horse brought Pony forth from the dark contemplations, made her instead regard the resilience and determination that was Symphony.

In light of that, the broken woman was surely shamed.

In light of that, Pony suddenly felt foolish, lying there in the muddy clay awaiting death with a healing stone somewhere nearby!

She brought her hands up by the sides of her chest and tried to lift herself up. But it was too late, she was too far gone, and she fell back to the mud.

“Symphony,” she whispered.

The horse moved very near to her and bent his head down, his lips nibbling at her ear and hair.

“Gemstone,” Pony tried to say, but more important than the word that would hardly come, the woman projected her thoughts at the stallion, calling for the hematite, trying to make him understand.

But such communication was not possible without the soul stone, she knew.

Stubbornly, Pony considered Oracle, the gift Andacanavar had given to her so that she could reach out for Elbryan’s spirit. She had not used the meditative process nearly enough over the last few years. Instead of finding a connection to Elbryan at those times when she sat in front of the darkened mirror, Pony had found only despair at the stinging pain of her loss. But now she went there, fell into that meditative state as surely as if she were sitting in a dimly lit room, staring into a mirror. She felt a presence about her, the shadow in the mirror.

Symphony sensed it, too, she knew, from the way in which the horse began snorting and pawing again, obviously agitated.

Pony sent her thoughts forth again, to the shadow that she knew was Elbryan. She replayed the goblin battle, from the time she had begun splashing across the lake, but she was watching it from a different perspective, as if she was looking on at her own actions from the side. She had been holding the soul stone at the pause in the middle of the pond, obviously, for there she had gone south and north, possessing the goblins and turning them against each other. And then she had come out on the bank, to face the charge from the south, and she had thrown her blanket at the goblin and had dived to the sand at the feet of a charging goblin …

A moment later, Symphony leaped about and rushed away. Exhausted, the shadow fast dissipating, Pony slumped back into the mud and closed her eyes. She heard some splashing, and then some more a bit later, and followed Symphony’s snorts along the bank to the south.

But the cold and empty darkness invited her …

A rough push against her shoulder roused Pony once more a few moments later. She resisted the call, and got pushed again and then a third time by the insistent and indomitable stallion. Finally, she opened her eyes, to see a small piece of deeper blackness upon the ground right before her face. With a grunt and a sudden burst, Pony brought her hand up over that spot, over the soul stone.

She ran away from the inviting cold, and into the warm gray swirl of the hematite, freeing her spirit from the weariness and the pain. She felt something full of strength move up against her hand and hardly recognized it as Symphony’s leg. But she pressed against it instinctively, the soul stone set firmly between her cold and half-numb hand and the great stallion’s hoof.

Her spirit found the fugue area between those two corporeal forms, connecting with Symphony. She understood then what the stallion was offering, but her generous spirit instinctively recoiled.

Symphony pressed in closer and gave a great and insistent cry into the dark night.

Pony joined with his spirit, and pulled back strength from his spirit, infusing herself with the power of the horse. She instinctively recoiled, knowing that this was among the most profane types of possession, which in itself struck her as horrible. But Symphony wouldn’t let her go. She recognized that the horse understood what she was doing and willingly lent her part of his own life force.

Energized, the woman reached down to her wound and put the healing powers of the gemstone to work.

Like warm water, the waves of healing magic cascaded down across the prone woman, filling her with warmth and relief from the pain. Soon after, those areas that had long ago gone numb from the wounds began to tingle with renewed life.

As all of this went along, another sort of healing found its way, quite unexpectedly, into a different part of Pony, into the most profoundly wounded element of the woman: her heart. She lay there in the muddy clay, keeping her energies rolling through the gemstone, transforming into magical healing, but focusing her thoughts on the unexpected events that had led her to this point. She remembered again the fight against the demon-possessed Markwart on the field outside of Palmaris. She had been beaten, and surely would have died without rescue by Dasslerond’s elves.

That was when she had lost Aydrian to the Touel’alfar.

The woman managed to roll over then, to get her face out of the mud. She lay on her back, staring up at the stars, and then she saw …

The Halo.

Pony’s heart leaped at the multicolored rings, as if her spirit were reaching for them. She remembered a day long ago, when she and Elbryan were but children, rushing out of Dundalis up the northern slope. They had glanced back to see this same magical sight. This was the source of the gemstones, and seemed to her so perfect a gift from God. She felt such a connection here, between memory and present thought, between her spirit and those of ones who had passed from this life before her. That ring told Pony that Elbryan was with her still, that the song of Nightbird lived on in more than just her own memories. It resonated in the trees and the birds, and in all that Elbryan had touched. It floated on the evening breeze as surely as Bradwarden’s haunting melody.

A great sense of calm came over her, as profound a relief to her soul as the waves of healing magic had been to her body. She did not try to halt the tears spilling out of her eyes as she lay there viewing the corona, as she felt her spirit touching that of Elbryan.

He was there with her—she could feel it so keenly! He stood beside her; he had helped to guide Symphony to her!

And he was telling her something.

Pony thought back to the day of King Danube’s death. She looked past the shock of the moment, past the horror of seeing the ghost of Constance Pemblebury, past the terror of watching her husband get pulled down to his death, past the sudden and brutal shock of the recognition of the son she did not know she had. In that moment in the mud, looking up at the corona, feeling the love of Elbryan all about her, Pony sought a different perspective. She forced away her rage at Lady Dasslerond and instead whispered a thanks to Dasslerond and the elves for saving her life and for saving Aydrian. She forced away the pain and resentment, pushed past her fear of the monster Dasslerond had created, and looked at Aydrian in a new context. He was her son. He was in great pain.

Great pain had brought him to this pinnacle of disaster. Great pain had fostered his resentment toward his mother. Great pain and Marcalo De’Unnero.

Pony let go of that name, as well, as soon as it had occurred to her. She had no room for rage at that moment.

And perhaps it was more than De’Unnero, the woman pondered, and a shiver ran up her spine. She considered again the circumstance under which she had lost Aydrian, in the midst of a spiritual battle with Father Abbot Markwart and with a creature quite beyond the scope of the frail old monk.

For the first time in so long, Pony felt that old spirit rising within her, the same fires that had carried her to Mount Aida to battle the dactyl demon, the same fires that had sustained her through her ordeal at the hands of Markwart and the loss of so many she had loved, the same fires that had bolstered her courage throughout the rosy plague and shown her the truth of community and the way to the shrine of Avelyn.

She considered Aydrian again, and the errant monster he had become, and she admitted to herself that she did not have the heart to fight against her own son.

But Pony pushed past that, and confirmed within her heart that she did indeed have the heart to battle Marcalo De’Unnero.

Without further ado, with the name of the false and discredited monk filling her body with determination, the woman pulled herself from the ground and moved beside the patient Symphony. She stroked the horse’s face lovingly, communicating her gratitude, then brought her face up against the side of the great stallion’s neck, feeling his warmth. With a whisper in his ear for him to take her home, Pony climbed up on Symphony’s back and took hold of the thick black mane.

Off leaped the horse, running as no other animal in all the world could run.

He carried her tirelessly across the Moorlands and into the forests where the leaves had fallen thick upon the paths. He charged up every hillside and gracefully and carefully descended the back slopes, moving ever eastward.

In short days, Symphony galloped through fields of caribou moss, like white powder rising up the stallion’s hooves and muffling the sound of Symphony’s thunderous passage, and when she recognized the rolling moss-strewn fields about her, Pony knew that she was almost home.

She leaned forward over the horse and whispered a new instruction, and Symphony knew her desire and certainly knew the way. One day about twilight, the horse pulled up near a diamond-shaped grove.

Pony slid down, only then realizing that the song of Bradwarden was thick in the air about her, blending, as always, with the harmonies of nature. Bolstered by the music, and by the presence she felt in this special place, the woman moved into the copse of trees, to a place before two stone cairns.

“I’ll bring back your sword, Mather Wyndon,” she promised. “And Hawkwing for you, my love. All that we worked to achieve will not be lost in the wayward designs of our son.”

“Yer words’re music sweeter’n anything me pipes have ever blowed,” came the voice of Bradwarden behind her. Pony smiled and turned about. “Ye seen the elf lady?” the centaur asked.

“Dasslerond and I did not part as friends,” Pony admitted. “But we are allies in this, of circumstance and not choice.”

“Ye put yerself out to fix the errors o’ the Touel’alfar?”

Pony gave a resigned little shrug. “Someone has to.”

The centaur broke into a great bellylaugh then. “And once again, it falls to yerself. Ah, but what a life ye’ve known, Pony o’ Dundalis! Pony who fought the demon in its hole, and fought it again in the body o’ Markwart.”

“And who might yet do battle with Bestesbulzibar,” the woman said solemnly, and Bradwarden stopped his laughing and stared at her curiously.

“Prince Midalis will need me,” the woman went on, not wanting to elaborate upon her fears at that time. “And now that Symphony has returned to me, I will find him.”

“Ye can be thanking meself and Roger for springing that one from the stables o’ yer greedy little son,” the centaur remarked.

“There are no stables suitable for Symphony beyond the wide, unfenced fields of the world.”

“True enough.” Bradwarden let the conversation die for a moment, as Pony turned back to stare at the cairn of her beloved Elbryan. A profound sense of relief splayed across her beautiful face, as if her recent ordeal had shown her the truth of her life now, and of her duty.

And it seemed to the centaur, that it was a duty she was ready to meet.

“Ye’re to ride out in the spring for Vanguard then?”

Pony turned back, shaking her head. “There can be no delay. I will ride into Dundalis this night and be on the road to Prince Midalis by mid-morning.”

“Ye’ll be running against the winter,” the centaur warned.

“As Symphony does every winter.”

“True enough,” the centaur admitted. “And it’s not like I’m needing any warm bed, for I ain’t found one yet that’ll hold me!”

Pony’s quizzical expression fast shifted to one of gratitude as she realized that Bradwarden meant to go with her every step of the way, and that nothing she could possibly say would dissuade her loyal friend from walking the road to war beside her.

“Ye don’t be goin’ in the morning, though,” Bradwarden said to her. “Ye spend the day with yer friend Dainsey. She’s frightfully worried about her Roger, and she’s needin’ ye now, I’m thinking.”

“Roger?” Pony asked with sudden alarm.

“He went with meself to get Symphony from yer son,” the centaur explained, and he didn’t seem overly worried. “He come out o’ the city, but turned back. Seems our friend Braumin’s got himself caught by Aydrian and De’Unnero, and Roger’s set on getting him free.”

Pony spent a moment digesting that, and the feeling of dread returned to her tenfold. She trusted in Roger—he was resourceful and clever. But he was no match for Marcalo De’Unnero! And neither was Braumin Herde.

Pony almost shifted her thinking then, almost broke and declared that she would ride for Palmaris. But she knew that her duty was to a greater cause than her personal friendships. As with the ride to the Barbacan to battle the demon incarnate, her duty now was to Honce-the-Bear, was to the society of man. Her course led north and east, to Midalis, and so she would put any of her personal needs aside and trust in her friends and follow that road.

She found Dainsey in Fellowship Way, staying with Belster—who seemed much improved now after Pony’s healing session. The bloom of life had returned to the large man’s cheeks as the strength had returned to his legs. She found him behind the bar, tending to the many patrons, and he cried a river of tears when she appeared before him, and rushed about the bar to crush her in a hug as great as any father had ever wrapped about his daughter.

His mirth did diminish when she asked about Dainsey.

“She’s in the back, worrying for her Roger.”

Pony pulled back from Belster, who nodded as he let go of her, then she slipped behind the bar and down the small corridor to the door of Dainsey’s room.

She knocked softly, and when she got no reply, she gently pushed the door open. Dainsey sat in a chair by the window, looking out into the dark night.

Pony crouched beside her, and it wasn’t until she put a hand on Dainsey’s shoulder that the woman even seemed to notice her. Dainsey turned and leaned into Pony’s inviting hug.

“It’s always a fight, ain’t it?” Dainsey said. “Always one finding ye even if ye don’t go lookin’.”

“Roger does seem to find his battles,” Pony agreed, but her tone was much more lighthearted than Dainsey’s somber and fearful voice. “Not many have to come to him.”

That remark seemed to cheer Dainsey up a bit.

“No friend of Roger ever needs ask for help,” Pony went on. “Remember those days when you and he would come to visit me in Castle Ursal? Every look the snooty nobles offered my way was met by a look of challenge from Roger Lockless.”

“Aye, and though they were knights all and trained in the ways of battle, and though their armor alone outweighed me Roger, if it’d come to blows …”

“The noblemen would have spent many hours on the ground,” Pony finished for her, and now Dainsey did share her smile.

“He’s after Braumin.”

“So Bradwarden has told me,” Pony answered.

“He’s got the wretch De’Unnero between him and the bishop.”

“Pity De’Unnero then,” said Pony.

She stayed with Dainsey for several hours before retiring to her own room. She slept late—later than she had intended—but when she woke, she found Belster and Dainsey waiting for her, saddlebags full of supplies on the table before them.

“I spoke with Bradwarden last night,” Belster explained. “We know yer road.”

“We’re all needin’ ye now,” Dainsey agreed.

An hour later, Symphony carried Pony out of Dundalis, with Bradwarden charging along beside them.

Vanguard was a long ride, and winter’s bite was thick in the air.

But that was nothing compared to the enemy they would face soon enough, all three understood, and so they feared not the discomforts of the road.

For Pony, there were only the defeat of De’Unnero, the restoration of the crown, and the rescue of her son.


Chapter 21
 [image: ]

The Price of Loyalty

“SEASON’S END CATCH!” THE OLD FISH VENDOR CRIED IN A CACKLING VOICE. “WE gots yer river cod and white bass! Season’s end!”

The figure bent low over the cart, pushing it with seemingly great effort along the cobblestoned street in Palmaris’ northeastern section, not far from the great abbey of St. Precious.

“Season’s end!” he called again, and he reached up and stroked his long gray beard—subtly shifting it back into proper place.

A pair of brothers wearing the brown Abellican robes moved up toward the cart.

“Season’s end, you say, good fishman vendor?” one remarked.

“Aye.”

The two monks moved right up beside the cart. “Master Lockless?” Brother Hoyet asked, his face a mask of curiosity.

Roger looked up, called out his fish once again, and gave the monks a wink.

“A grand disguise,” said the other brother, Tarin Destou by name. “So many times did I serve as Bishop Braumin’s second in the service at Chasewind Manor, and yet even standing here before you, it is hard for me to discern your true identity.”

“That’s the point, after all,” Roger deadpanned. “Wouldn’t be much of a disguise otherwise.”

The monks looked at each other and grinned, then turned as one back to Roger.

“Ah, the white bass, ye say?” Roger said loudly as a couple of other Palmaris citizens wandered by. He reached into his cart and brought up a sad-looking specimen. “Fine choice, lads! Fine choice!”

Brother Hoyet took the smelly fish.

“What of Bishop Braumin, then?” Roger asked. “I had feared that De’Unnero, if not Aydrian, would have him killed as soon as Palmaris had fallen, but it is my understanding that he has made appearances since the conquest.”

“He has spoken on behalf of King Aydrian several times since,” Hoyet confirmed.

“To calm the city’s populace and prevent wholesale slaughter, no doubt,” said Roger.

“He has spoken on behalf of Marcalo De’Unnero, as well,” Brother Destou added, and Roger couldn’t help but wince. Never, under any threat or even for the good of the community he served, would Bishop Braumin Herde willingly stand beside Marcalo De’Unnero—unless they two were standing on a gallows and the noose was firmly about De’Unnero’s neck!

“He has asked the city to embrace King Aydrian for the glory and good of Honce-the-Bear, and to dismiss their errant notions of Brother … of Abbot De’Unnero, to accept him as the rightful leader of St. Precious at this time, and as the likely Father Abbot of the Abellican Church in due and short order.”

“Bishop Braumin would not say such a thing,” Hoyet added.

“Not if they held a poisoned dagger to his back,” Roger agreed. “Were you close to him when he spoke those words?”

“Three in line to the side,” answered Hoyet. “It was no imposter, but Bishop Braumin.”

“Or was it an imposter within Bishop Braumin?” asked Roger, who understood gemstone possession well enough to make the connection.

Both monks, who had obviously been thinking the same thing, nodded.

“De’Unnero?” Roger asked.

“It is rumored that the son of Jilseponie is mighty with the gemstones—greater even than his mother,” Brother Destou explained.

“That he would do this marks him as no son of Jilseponie, whatever his physical heritage,” Roger was quick to reply. “Know you where they keep Bishop Braumin? Is he well?”

“Beneath the abbey, perhaps,” answered Hoyet. “Many new prisoners have been brought to the dungeons since the arrival of the new king. We are not allowed anywhere near to the entry rooms, of course. Only those brothers who arrived with our new abbot can get close to the dungeon stairwell.”

“They hold him in chains—he is not well,” Brother Destou added. “They drag him out and clean him when they need to use him for their purposes.”

“Then you know where he is being held?” Roger asked Destou.

The monk shrugged. “I have seen the shackle marks about his wrists, and he is thinner by far. But I have not seen him taken from the dungeons of St. Precious.”

Roger gripped the fish cart—he needed the support or he might have fallen over. He had suspected that all along, of course. As soon as he had learned that Braumin had not gotten out of the city, and had not been killed, but rather, was being used as a puppet for Aydrian and De’Unnero, he had suspected that his friend was probably not in a good and healthy situation, and likely in the dungeons of St. Precious or Chasewind Manor.

“Where has he spoken?” Roger asked.

“In the square, as is customary for an abbot of St. Precious,” Destou answered.

“And has he traveled with the group of brothers from St. Precious to that customary spot?” Roger pressed. “Has he spoken after or during a rain? And if so, were his shoes wet before the entourage emerged from St. Precious?”

“They were,” Brother Hoyet answered suddenly, his face lighting with the revelation. He looked at Destou, who merely shrugged again, apparently having not noticed.

“De’Unnero stays at St. Precious?” Roger asked.

Hoyet nodded.

“And Aydrian in Chasewind Manor?”

Another nod. “Though he is leaving any day now, marching west, by all reports,” Brother Hoyet put in.

Roger’s head similarly bobbed as he sorted it all out. He knew the dungeons of Chasewind Manor well. Many of his friends had been held there when Markwart had come to the city to battle the disciples of Avelyn, including Braumin Herde and Jilseponie. And of course, living in the manor over the last few years had given the ever-inquisitive Roger the opportunity to scout out the place top to bottom, all the catacombs, dungeons, and many of its secret passages.

“You will go to him?” Brother Destou asked.

“I would not be a friend if I did not,” said Roger, and both monks bowed their heads, as if stung by the remark.

Roger appreciated their looks. The two had denounced Braumin to De’Unnero, he understood, else they, too, would have been thrown in chains. No doubt each was carrying substantial guilt upon his shoulders. A younger Roger would have scolded them for their cowardice, surely, but the man, who had learned so much under the tutelage of Elbryan and Jilseponie, appreciated their torment.

“You did not betray Bishop Braumin,” the generous Roger said. “You have risked so much in meeting with me this day.” He ended with a wink and began pushing the fish cart on past the pair. “Keep the white bass,” he offered.

The two young brothers nodded, Hoyet lifting the fish in a bit of a salute, and then they hiked their robes more tightly about them against the cold wind and headed back toward St. Precious Abbey.

Had they been more perceptive, they might have seen the shadowy figure peering out at them with too much interest from a small window on the great structure’s second floor.

Marcalo De’Unnero stood with a large gathering at the city’s northern gate as Aydrian led the procession of four hundred Kingsmen out of Palmaris and off to the west. Bereft of his escaped stallion, the young king seemed little diminished. He rode a sturdy To-gai-ru pony, one of the many extras in the Palmaris stables since a group of Allhearts had sailed with Earl DePaunch into the Gulf of Corona.

Wagons rumbled out of the gate behind Aydrian; the disciplined soldiers marched in perfect cadence, and half the city, it seemed, had gathered to watch the departure.

De’Unnero fast turned his attention from Aydrian to the clustered citizens, some of whom, he knew, were looking at him with great trepidation. Though a dozen years and more had passed, many in Palmaris remembered well the rule of Bishop Marcalo De’Unnero, short though it had been.

This time would be different, the monk told himself. He and Aydrian had set out a proper course for him within the city, one that would keep the people of Palmaris satisfied at least, if not enamored of their young king and his primary advisor. There would be no public executions. There would be no mass imprisonments, nor any edicts slashing the rights of the folk to go about their daily routines much as they had done through the last ten years.

Furthermore, there would be no formal declaration of De’Unnero as bishop, or even as abbot of St. Precious. As far as the folk of Palmaris were concerned, he was just an abbot from another abbey, serving as Aydrian’s representative advisor to Bishop Braumin Herde.

Of course, Marcalo De’Unnero was much more than that. With Aydrian gone and Kalas involved in the control and complete subjugation of the southland, the monk was, in effect, the absolute ruler of Palmaris. Bishop Braumin was a name, and nothing more; with Aydrian gone, De’Unnero had no intention of even letting the bishop out of his dungeon cell. De’Unnero would use one of the converted masters of St. Precious to speak the edicts—proclamations said to have come from Bishop Braumin—but those speeches would be written by none other than Marcalo De’Unnero.

His charge was an easy one. He was to sit out the winter in peace and in control, to rest and be ready for the greater battles that would surely come in the spring.

Well, that was almost Marcalo De’Unnero’s edict. He had forced one concession from Aydrian, something that he and Father Abbot Markwart had tried before, to results that proved rather disastrous to De’Unnero. His policy of reclaiming all magic gemstones had angered the Palmaris populace greatly against him, though Markwart and then Bishop Francis had used his fall from grace to further their cause of collection and to further the popularity of Francis. Many of the stones had been retrieved, and were still in Church coffers, but getting the rest of them was something that Marcalo De’Unnero believed to be the most important task he would ever undertake.

For the stones were the province of the Abellican Church, as far as De’Unnero was concerned, and the thought that so many were outside the Church, sold by the former abbots of St.-Mere-Abelle and often converted into easily used magical items by heretical craftsmen and alchemists, made him tremble with rage.

This time, De’Unnero meant to go about collecting the stones in a more diplomatic manner, though, much as Francis had used after De’Unnero’s removal from Palmaris. Instead of threats, the monk would use payment to regain sacred and magical items. He had brought bags and bags of unenchanted, though valuable, gemstones with him for just that purpose.

Yes, De’Unnero meant to become a friend to the people of Palmaris, and of all the towns along the Masur Delaval all the way back to Ursal. Or at least, he would become the friend of the important and powerful people. Wealth could buy back many of the gemstones, or could buy information concerning which merchants and noblemen might be holding a stone or an enchanted item. Once he identified each criminal, De’Unnero would approach the man personally and offer payment.

If that was refused, De’Unnero would quietly return the same night and take the Church’s rightful property.

The monk had consciously to remind himself to smile, standing there in the open at the northern gate. He knew that many eyes were upon him and so he fought his more instinctual urges to scowl and tried very hard to soften his visage. It was not an easy thing for Marcalo De’Unnero to do.

Roger couldn’t help but feel a few pangs of guilt as he nodded back to Brother Hoyet, the first in the line of nearly a dozen young monks set in place to escort Bishop Braumin through dark paths all across the city to the river, and then across the river to a waiting coach fast bound for St.-Mere-Abelle. It encouraged Roger to find that so many of the brothers of St. Precious would rally to help Bishop Braumin, knowing full well that, in doing so, they were putting their lives at a great risk. Marcalo De’Unnero was not a forgiving man!

But Roger had prompted them, had coerced them, had met secretly with Hoyet and Destou on many occasions, egging them on. He recounted to them Braumin’s own humble beginnings as a revolutionary, along with Viscenti and Brother Castinagis and others who had secretly gathered with Master Jojonah those years ago, in the very bowels of St.-Mere-Abelle—then Father Abbot Markwart’s stronghold—to keep alive the flame of hope that was Avelyn Desbris. Those brothers had faced similar penalties, but had followed their hearts and held true to their precepts. Some like Jojonah, who had been burned at the stake, had paid a heavy price. But all of them had accepted that potential cost for the sake of their conscience.

So it was now with Hoyet and Destou, and the nine others who had helped to organize this attempted escape, Roger knew. They were doing it out of love for Braumin and in trust of Roger.

“I’ll not let them down,” the man whispered quietly as he moved along the hedgerow that ringed Chasewind Manor. It was an easy enough scramble for him to get over the wall, touching down in the darkened yard behind the manor house.

He saw the silhouette of a man not so far away, as he had anticipated, as Brother Hoyet had arranged.

Elbryan would not have done it this way, Roger couldn’t help but tell himself, as he considered yet another man in on the conspiracy. Elbryan would have come in alone to rescue Braumin Herde, and would have left a trail of scattered enemies in his wake, if need be. Roger knew it to be true, and knew that in asking for the help of these dozen men, he had put them in dire straights.

He saw no way around it. He was a decent fighter, but certainly no match for a trained soldier twenty years his junior! And certainly no match for an Allheart Knight!

And this place was crawling with both. Even from his perch back here in the shadows behind the house, Roger could hear the men inside, mostly soldiers. And he had seen the guards at the gate, and others marching in formation about the wall, despite the late hour.

“Here now, ye don’t be coming in after the sun’s gone down,” came a cackling old voice, and the thin silhouette ambled toward Roger. “And ye don’t come in at all over the wall. But through the gate, properly introduced.”

The words were correct, as were the quiet tone and delivery. “Illthin?” Roger asked, and then he ducked low as the sound of marching soldiers echoed nearby.

“Come along then, ye lazy snoozer,” the silhouette, who was indeed old Illthin, said to Roger, and he tossed a shovel at the man’s feet. “I telled Allheart Desenz that I’d have that tree upturned afore the dawn, and I’m not for getting a beating because a man half me age can’t keep his eyes open long enough to dig a few roots!”

“Is there trouble here?” came a call, and the man leading the patrol moved over to Roger and Illthin, eyeing them suspiciously.

“Only because me worker here ain’t worth the coins I’m payin’ him!” Illthin grumbled. “Ye think ye might give him a few lashes for me, me good Kingsman?”

The soldier eyed Roger wickedly and reached for a club set on his belt.

“Wait! Wait!” Roger pleaded, holding up his hands defensively. “I wasn’t napping. No, I … I had to …” He glanced about to the base of the wall and gave the front of his pants a tug to straighten them.

“All this trouble over a piss?” the soldier snapped at Illthin.

Illthin played his role perfectly, eyeing Roger with an edge of true suspicion. “Long piss, then,” he muttered, and he waved the soldier away. “Get yer shovel, then, ye lazy dog, and if ye got any more in ye needing to come out, ye best do it in yer pants!”

Roger scooped the shovel and fell into a quick step right behind the muttering Illthin. “We’ll never get it uprooted afore the dawn,” the old man grumbled.

The soldier moved back to his patrol, and they took up their march, away from the pair as Illthin led Roger over to an aged tree by the large back porch of the manor house.

“You almost got me beaten,” Roger grumbled.

“Better’n hanged, ye fool,” the old man cackled back. Illthin looked to the ground about the old tree and motioned with his chin for Roger to get to work.

“We’re really digging it up?”

“Until the change o’ the guard, at least,” Illthin explained. “And that’ll be an hour.” He motioned again, more insistently.

It struck Roger as humorous that even though he knew that Illthin was working for his own good, and for the sake of Bishop Braumin, the old man never seemed to be completely on his side. He drove his shovel into the ground, grunting as it clipped a thick root.

Within a few minutes, Roger was breathing heavily, and the strokes of his shovel came more and more slowly.

“Ha-ha,” old Illthin laughed at him. “Are ye goin’ to fall over dead then, Master Lockless?” he asked. “All yer pampered days taken the fight from ye, have they?”

Roger planted the shovel in the ground and leaned on it, staring at the old gardener. “This is no game,” he said. “Though I’m glad that you’ve found a bit of mirth at my expense.”

Illthin’s cackling ended abruptly, and the man’s thin grin disappeared into a suddenly serious expression. “Mirth?” he responded. “Now ye got sweat and mud on ye. Now ye’re lookin’ the part of a worker, and so now ye can go into the washrooms about the cook rooms.”

Roger stared at him for a moment, digesting the logic, and he could only nod his agreement. The washrooms and the cook rooms—that was the area near to the stairwell to the dungeons.

“Bah, we’ll have to wait for morning’s light to get the damned tree down,” Illthin said suddenly, and loudly, and it took Roger a moment to realize that he was speaking for the benefit not of Roger, but of the patrol marching around the corner of the building.

“Just go and get yerself cleaned and get some sleep,” Illthin went on. “And ye meet me back here at the break o’ dawn.”

Roger nodded and leaned the shovel over to Illthin’s waiting grasp; then, with a glance at the soldiers—none of whom seemed overly interested in him or in Illthin—he moved toward the house.

He got inside without incident and began making his way along corridors and through rooms all too familiar to him. The place was mostly quiet at this late hour, but he heard one group of men rolling bones, and another group arguing about the current politics in the kingdom—though none saying a word against King Aydrian, obviously.

Moving silently, using those skills that he had learned as a young boy in Caer Tinella and had then perfected during the powrie occupation in the days of the demon dactyl, Roger took a roundabout and inconspicuous course that brought him inevitably toward the servant quarters of the great house and the stairwell to the lower dungeon levels.

He came to a door, slightly ajar, with candlelight spilling out from within the room. He put his ear to the door, then dared to push it open just a bit and peek in.

Roger froze in place, for the room was not empty. A pair of large men, Kingsmen, were on guard within, one sitting and seeming asleep—or at least very near to sleep—and the other leaning against a cupboard at the far right of the room.

And there, on the left, was the door that led to the downward staircase.

Roger believed that he could get to it without being noticed by the groggy guards, but how then might he get back out, with Braumin in tow?

Roger glanced all around, looking for a solution. His hand went to his belt, where he had a small dagger sheathed, but the thought of attacking the guards was a fleeting one. Once Roger had been a decent fighter. Once …

The thief changed tactics then, inspecting the doorway and the crude lock. With a smile, Roger bent low, moved the door back to its original, nearly closed position, pulled forth a small pick, and worked that mechanism.

Then he peered in again, and quietly slipped into the room. He moved in a crouch, so low to the floor that none of the candlelight spilled over him. A movement to the side froze him in place, but when he finally mustered the courage to turn about, he saw that the source, the man standing at the cupboard, had merely shifted to get a bit more comfortable. Only then did Roger realize that the standing guard, too, was actually asleep, though why he hadn’t pitched over, Roger couldn’t begin to know.

At the cellar door a few moments later, Roger glanced back once to ensure that the guards were not in any way alerted. Then he reached up and gently tried the handle.

The door was locked.

Roger’s pick went to work again, expertly and silently, and a few moments later, he went through the door onto the landing, pausing long enough to secure the door behind him.

He could hardly see the uneven and crude stairway stretching out below him, but there were fires burning below. Roger placed his hand on the wall to his right and started down slowly, grimacing every time a rickety old stair groaned beneath his weight. Soon enough, he was moving along an earthen-and-stone tunnel, speckled with puddles and echoing with the sound of rattling chains and of hammers beating on metal.

Apparently, King Aydrian and his cohorts had reinstated the old practice of having prisoners put to hard labor.

Roger heard the swish and crack of a whip, followed by a pitiful groan, and he knew that other practices had been reinstated, as well.

His stride increased in tempo as he considered that Braumin, his dear friend, might be among those tortured men, and around a few bends and down a couple of side passages, Roger looked upon the jailor and the prisoners. They were in a long earthen room, several standing, chained in a line along a stonework dais and standing before respective anvils. A great hearth blazed before them, and two other prisoners, wearing heavy gloves, moved the rods of metal to the hearth and, when they were heated to an appropriate glow, to the next freed-up anvil.

The jailor, a huge and heavily muscled man, paced up and down behind the dais, a whip in one hand, a short and thick sword in the other. He hurled an insult and then cracked his whip at one of the hammer-wielders, and the poor wretch cried out and fell forward to one knee.

“Bah, get up, ye traitorous dog!” the jailor roared at him, and the whip cracked again, laying the man even lower—which only infuriated the jailor even more.

“I telled ye to get up!” the jailor yelled again, and he lifted the whip to strike, but then swung about reflexively instead, sensing movement.

The burly man almost got his hand up in time to block the downward chop of one of the extra hammers. Almost, but he got hit squarely on the chest instead, and he staggered backward, tripping over the raised stonework and falling to his back.

Roger was over him in an instant, the hammer raised to keep him at bay. “Where is the key?” the small and dangerous man demanded.

The jailor held up one hand to fend any forthcoming blows, and shook his head with fright, his breath coming in short and raspy gasps.

“The key!” Roger demanded.

“There is no key!” one of the prisoners cried.

“Oh, ye’ve doomed us all!” said another, and the cries rose along the line—or started to, until one voice familiar to Roger rose above the others.

“Master Lockless?” Bishop Braumin Herde asked. “Roger?”

Roger looked up at his friend, but had to turn his attention back immediately to the jailor, who suddenly grabbed at his leg. Down came the hammer, but the jailor managed to deflect the blow, pushing it out wide and forcing Roger either to let go or tumble down.

Roger leaped back, pulling free of the man, who came up fast and charged at the intruder.

Or started to, for he got hit low across the ankles by the flying form of Bishop Braumin, and he fell headlong to the ground, landing hard right before Roger. He began to get up immediately, but Roger balled his hands together and fell down atop him, driving his hands onto the back of the jailor’s neck.

The man fell flat, facedown.

Roger scrambled past him, up to the confused and frightened prisoners, falling into the waiting grasp of Bishop Braumin.

“Why are you here?” Braumin asked. “Roger, we cannot get away!”

Hardly listening, Roger fell to his knees before the bishop and went to work on the heavy shackle latched about Braumin’s ankles. This was a more sophisticated mechanism than that on the door above, but there was no more proficient lockpick in all of Honce-the-Bear than Roger Lockless—a name well earned!

He had Braumin free in a few moments.

“What about us?” one of the other prisoners demanded.

Braumin looked pleadingly at Roger, who was shaking his head. “There are guards everywhere up above,” Roger explained to the bishop. “It will be enough for me to get you out of here; there is no way that I can escort the lot of you!”

“These are not criminals, but men loyal to me and to our cause,” Braumin countered. “You cannot ask me to leave them!”

That brought some grateful murmurs from the others.

“Then I do not ask,” Roger replied. “I insist.”

The murmurs sounded again, more as grumbles.

“And they will insist that I leave them, as well,” Roger went on, “if they are truly loyal. This is not about your loyalty to them, or theirs to you, Bishop. This is about the need to get you out of here, and out of Palmaris.”

Braumin, his face filthy, looked at him hard.

“While you remain in Palmaris, you are a voice against the people, from all that I have heard, and I know that it is not a voice that truly comes from Bishop Braumin Herde.”

That statement seemed to hit the man profoundly, and Braumin slumped forward, his shoulders suddenly bobbing in sobs. Roger hugged him close and patted him across the back for a bit, until he composed himself enough to look up and look Roger in the eye.

“He possesses me,” the Bishop whispered. “Aydrian, our king. I am not strong enough to begin to deny him. There is no resistance within me. He is strong, Roger, so terribly strong!”

“And that is why you must flee with me,” Roger said, and he looked up so that his determined expression would encompass the whole of the group. “I must get him out of here, to offer a voice against King Aydrian and to stop his voice from speaking for King Aydrian! I ask the greatest sacrifice of you all—that you remain here as prisoners—for the sake of the true kingdom.”

There was some bristling, and a bit of discussion, but Roger wasn’t waiting for an answer anyway. He looked at Braumin, who seemed to agree, and then Lockless pulled the bishop away, suddenly, ignoring the protests and dismissing his own guilt.

Truly it bothered Roger Lockless to leave the men in that predicament, but he knew that there was simply no way he could get them out of Chasewind Manor. He considered unshackling them, just for a moment, but he dismissed that, as well. What would he accomplish by doing so? No good for the men, certainly, though any distraction they provided in their futile flight for freedom might have helped him.

But no. He would not sacrifice them.

He got Braumin back to the stairway, and then up to the door. Roger bade him wait, then slipped into the room.

A moment later, he returned, pulling wide the door and bidding Braumin to follow.

The bishop froze in place, though, watching the writhing of the soldier on the floor, the man grasping futilely at his torn throat.

“Roger, what have you done?” Braumin asked, or tried to, before Roger hushed him, pointing at the second guard, who was sound asleep at the table.

“Do not make me kill another man,” Roger whispered, great regret evident in his cracking voice. “I beg of you.”

The two went through the room, and moved along the darkened corridors of Chasewind Manor, Braumin following Roger’s every movement, often ducking behind drapery or into crannies to avoid the occasional soldiers.

They had almost gotten out of the house when a commotion erupted behind them, first the shout of the jailor, then the cries of, “Murder! Murder!”

“Run on!” Roger bade the bishop and he shoved the man ahead, driving him toward the back door, then out into the night, pursuit growing all about them.

They ran to the back wall. “Go! Go!” Roger told the man, pushing him up the wall as he grabbed its top.

Braumin, who had gained far too much weight over the years, struggled mightily to pull himself over, with Roger pressing behind him. “Brother Hoyet is in the shadows awaiting you,” the man explained. “Run to him!” With a final heave, Roger got the bishop atop the wall.

Braumin hesitated, looking back at him and reaching down to offer his hand.

But Roger shook his head and moved away. “Go!” he bade the man. “Go and be quick!”

Roger turned and ran the other way, and before he had gone halfway across the yard, he heard the cries of the guards and knew he had been spotted.

So he kept running, putting as much ground between himself and Braumin as he possibly could. He rushed about the front corner of the great building, only to turn about and scoot the other way after nearly running into a group of guards.

He headed for the nearest wall, but had to turn again as another group appeared, angled to cut him off. He veered back to the other side, but those directly behind him were peeling wide that way, sealing him in.

“Wait!” Roger bade them, turning about and stopping fast, holding up his hands defensively. “Wait! I can explain!”

A soldier rushed in past the intruder’s upraised arms, lifting his short sword as he came on, and Roger felt an explosion of agony across his skull.

And then he knew no more.

As soon as word of the escape reached him in St. Precious, Marcalo De’Unnero knew exactly where to turn. He had known something was brewing, for his spies had watched Destou and Hoyet, and had quickly identified the other brothers who were in with the potentially traitorous pair. But the brazenness of their move—breaking Bishop Braumin out of the most secure prison in the city!—surely surprised De’Unnero. He had thought that the monks had been planning their own escape from Palmaris.

De’Unnero was out of the abbey in moments, and given the movements of those watched monks over the previous days, he had a fairly good idea of where to look.

All the city was coming alive by then, with soldiers running about the streets and others riding hard to and fro, calling out.

De’Unnero ignored the clamor and moved into the shadows of an alleyway. He felt the beast rising within him, and he did not try to fight it.

A great cat came out of that alleyway, speeding for the riverbank area where Brothers Hoyet and Destou had been spotted two nights earlier. He knew that they would try to get Braumin out of the city as quickly as possible, across the river and on his way to St.-Mere-Abelle.

Along the bank, the tiger slipped into the shadows and noted the approach of a small craft. The part of him that was still a reasoning being resisted the urge to leap out into the water and overtake the small boat, slaughtering the boatmen. His caution was rewarded a few moments later when three forms came scrambling down the bank, two pulling the third along.

They splashed into the water and toward the boat, then cried out in terror as the great cat charged toward them, leaping for the haggard form in the middle of the trio.

Without the slightest hesitation, the other two, Hoyet and Destou, shifted to intercept, pushing Bishop Braumin away. The pair of younger monks lifted weapons to defend, but the weretiger crashed in hard, sending all into the river.

“Run on!” Hoyet cried.

Bishop Braumin eyed the approaching boat, but hesitated, looking back at the pair, who were struggling wildly to keep the tiger engaged.

“Make not my death irrelevant!” Destou cried, and his last word was jumbled as the cat reared before him and swatted him across the chest with its killing claws.

Braumin cried out and staggered ahead, crashing against the boat, which started away before he had even managed to scramble aboard, one man grabbing him to hold him fast against the hull, the other working the oars furiously to get the craft out into the faster current.

Bishop Braumin looked back to see one man, Hoyet, standing before the cat, a small sword flashing before him frantically.

And then he was down, the tiger leaping atop him and bearing him beneath the dark water. All was quiet for just a moment, then there came another splash as Brother Hoyet’s lifeless body bobbed up suddenly, then settled, floating on the current.

The tiger leaped forth right after, hitting the river with a rush and swimming powerfully out toward the small boat. But they were in the currents now, being swept along more quickly than the cat could hope to swim.

Braumin was free.

But he felt trapped, surely, as he looked back at the river’s western bank, as he imagined the waters running red with the blood of Hoyet and Destou, and he imagined the torn bodies of the two loyal men bobbing along. He thought of Roger, too, and knew the man had not escaped.

So many had died for him this night.

A large part of Bishop Braumin wanted just to let go of the boat and slide back into the water, letting the river take him.

But another part would not let him dishonor the heroic sacrifices of the brave men who had rescued him. They had freed him because they knew that as a prisoner of King Aydrian, he was unwittingly working against the cause of justice. A captured Braumin was a mouthpiece for a usurper king. A freed Braumin could speak against that imposter king and help rally men to the cause of Prince Midalis.

Braumin knew all of that logically, and he hoped that if faced with a similar situation, he would have found it within himself to act as bravely as Roger and Hoyet and Destou and all the others had this night.

But that didn’t make their deaths hurt any less. Hanging on to the side of the boat, no longer even trying to scramble in despite the numbness that was creeping into his body, the former bishop of Palmaris lowered his head and wept.


Chapter 22
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Second-guessing

“YATOL WADON! BY GREAT CHEZRU HIMSELF, WE ARE MOST FORTUNATE TO HAVE you in control of Jacintha at this most troublesome hour!” Yatol De Hamman cried, clapping his hands together and leaping and skipping across the great audience hall in Chom Deiru.

Across the way, a very dour-looking Yatol Mado Wadon sat in the throne normally reserved for the Chezru Chieftain of Behren. The old holy man was slumped forward, his wrinkled head in his hand, his eyes unblinking, and his stare more downward than at the bounding man heading his way.

Yatol De Hamman, so excited at the news that Yatol Peridan had surrendered, with his forces crushed, didn’t even notice the confusing expression. “I have the most promising young apprentice ready to step into Peridan’s place, after we execute the dog, of course,” De Hamman explained, slowing as he approached the raised platform that held the throne of the Chezru Church, and thus the throne of Behren itself. Only then did he notice another figure, that of Abbot Olin of Entel, standing just off to the side. Flanked by Honce-the-Bear soldiers, the man seemed almost amused by De Hamman’s approach, and that curious expression, combined with the look De Hamman then noticed upon the Jacintha Yatol, set off alarms within the excited man.

“You need not trouble yourself with replacements for Yatol Peridan,” Abbot Olin explained in perfect Behrenese, with an accent befitting a man who had spent his life in Jacintha rather than in Entel. His hands folded before him, invisible within the wide sleeves of his brown robe, Abbot Olin moved forward to De Hamman’s side.

“Surely we will not let him continue his rule,” De Hamman replied, looking to Yatol Wadon. “He is not to be trusted.”

“Yatol Peridan will be properly punished, fear not,” said Abbot Olin. “And no, he will not be allowed to continue his rule in any manner. Should he be spared his life, he will then live out his days here, at Chom Deiru, under the watchful eye of Yatol Wadon and the palace guards.”

Yatol De Hamman was more confused by the speaker than by the actual reasoning. Why was a priest of the Abellican Church relaying plans for a traitorous Yatol, especially with the serving leader of Behren seated right before them?

“We have already selected a replacement for Yatol Peridan,” Abbot Olin went on. “A man of proper temperament and loyalties.”

“We?” De Hamman asked, looking from Wadon to Olin and back again. “What business is this of an Abellican abbot?”

“Perhaps you did not notice that the soldiers who fought back the legions of Yatol Peridan and Yatol Bardoh wore the uniform of Honce-the-Bear,” Abbot Olin answered. “Perhaps it missed your perceptive eye that the soldiers who moved to the south to expel Peridan from your lands wore that same uniform, and that they were accompanied by warships flying the flag not of Behren, but of your northern neighbor.”

“And thus you have earned our friendship,” De Hamman reasoned. “That does not equate to a voice—”

“Everything I relate to you, I say with the blessing of Yatol Wadon,” Abbot Olin interrupted, and the two men stared at each other for a long, long while, with De Hamman trying to get a full measure of this foreigner.

“We cannot dismiss, nor should we, the friendship that Abbot Olin has shown to us, nor the aid that he has offered in our time of direst need,” Yatol Wadon said, somewhat diffusing the tension—at least enough to turn De Hamman’s focus back to him. “And it is strength we will continue to need, my friend, if we are to have any hope of restoring Behren to a singular and strong nation.”

“A nation?” De Hamman dared to say, his voice barely more than a whisper. “Or a province of our northern neighbor?”

Abbot Olin burst into laughter. “We are your friends, Yatol De Hamman,” he said. “Can you not see that? King Aydrian has taken a great risk in sending so many warriors to your aid at this desperate time, when his own kingdom is not yet secured. But he felt that a secure Behren was necessary for the safety not only of you and your fellow Yatols, but for Entel and all the Honce-the-Bear cities who regularly trade with Jacintha.”

“And your assistance was appreciated,” De Hamman said, somewhat dismissively, and he turned back to Yatol Wadon.

“And it came with a price,” Abbot Olin assured him. At that De Hamman’s eyes popped open wide and he slowly turned back to face the man.

“A price?”

“If I were to leave today, with all of my soldiers and my fleet, do you really believe that you and Yatol Wadon could hold Behren together?” Abbot Olin asked.

“Peridan is defeated, as is Bardoh.”

“And Avrou Eesa has been secured? And Pruda? And Yatol Peridan’s territory is in the hands of one loyal to Jacintha?”

Yatol De Hamman winced with each stinging question.

“The price of keeping the warriors of Honce-the-Bear is suffering the advice of an old Abellican priest,” Abbot Olin explained. “Yatol Wadon understands our new arrangement, and accepts my counsel, and you would be wise to follow suit.”

De Hamman bristled but offered no overt response.

“Who is to become the new Yatol of the province to my south?” De Hamman asked.

“Paroud, my trusted advisor,” Yatol Wadon answered. “His loyalty cannot be questioned, and with him ruling below you, and answering to Jacintha, your province is more secure than it has ever been.”

“Particularly true if you consider that Honce-the-Bear warships will continue to patrol your coast,” Abbot Olin added. “As well as the pirate fleet, once loyal to Peridan, but now convinced that they would be a healthier lot if they served the Yatol of Jacintha.”

Yatol De Hamman was not an inexperienced leader, and he knew a power play when he saw one. He knew, beyond any doubt, that Abbot Olin’s price for the assistance of Honce-the-Bear was far greater than an advisory role to Yatol Wadon. But he knew, too, that there was nothing he could do about that. Wadon had all but lost the kingdom to Yatol Bardoh—and such an event would have precipitated a swift beheading of Yatol De Hamman, to be sure!—and only through the efforts of Abbot Olin had the present power structure within the tumultuous kingdom been somewhat secured. Yatol Wadon had accepted the price demanded by Abbot Olin of Entel because he had been given no practical alternative.

Could Yatol De Hamman say otherwise?

“You are surrounded,” Abbot Olin said to the man, whose excitement had been dissipated by the unexpected turn of events. De Hamman straightened, wondering if he should meet the challenge in those words, when Olin added, “by friends.”

De Hamman didn’t know how to respond. Surely he was better off than he would have been had not Olin and his soldiers arrived to rescue the hierarchy in Jacintha. But the situation ground at his sensibilities. He understood the damage Chezru Douan had done to the order when he had been secretly using the magical gemstone, long considered the greatest of heresies by the Yatol priests of Chezru. Worse still was the design and manner of Douan’s usage, to steal the bodies of babies in the womb to use as his own, becoming God-Voice over and over again through the last centuries. Douan’s indiscretions had shattered the order and the faith of so many. The immediate problem was to hold the kingdom intact, and in that, Abbot Olin had surely helped.

But Yatol De Hamman understood, if Yatol Mado Wadon apparently did not, that the challenge immediately following the securing of the kingdom’s body would be the securing of the kingdom’s soul, and if that return to faith was to bear any resemblance to the ancient tenets of Chezru, then the presence of an Abellican priest might not prove such a beneficial thing.

The Yatol reminded himself that he had regained control of his province, that the threat of Peridan and Bardoh was no more.

Now they might move forward, wherever that road would lead.

With many pressing duties ahead of him, not the least of which was reorganizing his garrison from the scattered remnants, the man offered a gracious bow to Yatol Mado Wadon and a nod to Abbot Olin and took his leave.

From the side of the great audience hall, Pechter Dan Turk watched the proceedings with growing concern. At first glance, it had surprised the man that the often contentious Yatol De Hamman had so readily accepted the presence of the Abellican abbot, but as he considered the situation, he came to understand, as De Hamman had, that there was really very little that could be done to correct the situation at that time. Without Olin and the Honce-the-Bear soldiers, Yatol Mado Wadon’s edicts held little bite.

Pechter Dan Turk moved a bit closer to the raised platform and perked up his ears as Yatol De Hamman made his way out of the great room. As an advisor, as with the soldiers in the room, he was considered a nonentity, and thus, Yatol Wadon and Abbot Olin could speak freely in his presence about the ramifications of the words with De Hamman.

“You were a bit abrupt with him,” Yatol Wadon remarked.

“He annoys me,” Abbot Olin admitted. “His life would have been forfeit had I not arrived. A bit of gratitude would not have been out of line.”

“And a bit of respect from you would carry us a long way at present,” said Yatol Wadon. “We will need Yatol De Hamman now. Tremendously so.”

Abbot Olin gave a dismissive snort.

“Your warriors and ships dominate the coastal region, Abbot,” Yatol Wadon reasoned. “In wars past with Honce-the-Bear, this has always been the case.”

“We are not at war.”

“And that is why your hopes of reaching farther, of encompassing the entire kingdom, have a possibility of fruition,” Yatol Wadon explained.

Pechter Dan Turk’s eyes widened and he had to fight hard not to gasp and reveal his interest.

“How will your armored warriors fare away from the cool coastal breezes, when the hot sun heats their armor so greatly that they can no longer even stand to wear it?” Yatol Wadon went on, and Pechter Dan Turk understood that the man was almost pleading here, as if he was trying to make Abbot Olin understand that the Behrenese were still needed to control Behren!

“The coast controls the commerce,” Abbot Olin countered. “Commerce determines the health of the theocracy. If you have no trade with Honce-the-Bear, and indeed, no routes for merchant ships to connect your own greatest cities, and no roads from Jacintha outward upon which caravans might travel, then what have you left?”

“Yatol De Hamman understands how to wage war, and he alone might raise the forces necessary to strike westward to Avrou Eesa,” said Yatol Wadon.

“Bardoh’s city is virtually undefended,” agreed the abbot. “It is ours for the taking.”

“With Behrenese soldiers,” insisted the old Yatol, and he did indeed appear very old and weary to Pechter Dan Turk at that moment. It was obvious that Abbot Olin was the one with the final say, and that observation sent a chill coursing along Pechter Dan Turk’s spine. He had not missed the reference Olin had made. Abbot Olin had not said that Avrou Eesa was Yatol Wadon’s for the taking, but had included himself in that victory!

The two leaders continued their private discussions for some time, turning the subject across many borders, from trade to the potential loyalty or lack thereof of Maisha Darou the pirate, to future trade policies between Entel and Jacintha and the proper assignment of soldiers, Behrenese or Bearmen, within Chom Deiru and the city as a whole.

In all of it, Pechter Dan Turk recognized clearly that Abbot Olin and not Yatol Wadon was in charge. On every issue, Olin made the statements and Wadon then countered with questions and concerns, some of which were answered by the Abellican abbot and others of which were summarily dismissed with a wave and a derisive snort. And how it hurt Pechter Dan Turk to see his beloved master so belittled by an Abellican heretic!

For the first time, Pechter Dan Turk wondered if he had done right in enlisting the aid of Brynn Dharielle to defeat Yatol Bardoh. For the first time, he wondered if the wrong side had perhaps prevailed. He had never been a supporter of Yatol Bardoh—though he had often considered Yatol Peridan a superior Chezru to the perpetually whining Yatol De Hamman—but Bardoh was Chezru, at least!

Only then did Pechter Dan Turk come out of his contemplations to realize that Abbot Olin and Yatol Wadon were both staring at him. For a moment, panic hit him, as he wondered if the two had somehow read his traitorous thoughts.

“Do we know how many of Yatol De Hamman’s warriors survived the battle in the southern district of the city?” Yatol Wadon said, his tone making it clear that he was reiterating his unanswered question.

Pechter Dan Turk gave a sigh of relief, then stiffened and shook his head. “But I can quickly find the numbers.”

“Do so,” Abbot Olin ordered him. “At once!” He waved Pechter Dan Turk away and turned back to Yatol Wadon, and Pechter Dan Turk heard him remark, “We must set De Hamman on the road west immediately and force every province under our control.”

The man’s last words as Pechter Dan Turk moved out of hearing range struck the advisor particularly hard: “Perhaps we can entice the Dragon of To-gai to do war with any foolish enough to resist the changes that we know must befall Behren.”

The guest quarter of Chom Deiru was quiet this night, in sharp contrast to the revelry of a gathering of the victorious Yatols and Chezhou-Lei warlords that was going on in the lower feasting halls. Pechter Dan Turk was supposed to be there among the revelers, and surely not here!

The man pressed on. He held his sandals in his hand, having taken them off so that he could more completely mask the sounds of his movements. Fortunately there were few guards about, and even more fortunately, Yatol Wadon kept a spare of all of the room keys hanging in an office—an office to which Pechter Dan Turk had full access.

The nervous man stopped before Abbot Olin’s guest room and looked both ways along the quiet and dark corridor. He took a deep breath, praying that the Abellican wizard hadn’t placed some gemstone-riddled wards about the portal, then he slowly turned the key and moved into the dark room. He fiddled in his pocket to produce a candle and flint and steel, then moved, shading the light with his free hand, toward the large desk opposite the door.

In but a few moments, he found an unsealed letter addressed to King Aydrian. Hands trembling, Pechter Dan Turk slowly flattened the parchment on the desk. He was versed in all the known languages, nevertheless Olin’s scrawl was at first hard to decipher.

As the pieces and intent of the letter became apparent, Pechter Dan Turk began to tremble even more, his worst fears realized. Abbot Olin was not writing of aiding Yatol Wadon and Chezru, but was hinting that the Chezru were ready to receive the truth of the Abellican Order!

He was hinting that they were ready to be subverted to the precepts of that order!

Pechter Dan Turk brought his hand to his cheek, but he was shaking so badly that he wound up slapping himself repeatedly in the face. He read through the letter again, as well as he could decipher it, but found no comfort in any misunderstanding of his first passage through the foreign words.

Abbot Olin was here as an opportunist, not as a friend.

The trembling man considered his next move. He could bring this to Yatol Wadon and reveal the treachery …

That thought died before it ever gained any momentum.

Because in his heart, Pechter Dan Turk knew the truth.

Yatol Wadon would not be surprised. Yatol Wadon was a part of this conspiracy.

The man left the room in such a fit that he forgot his candle on the desk and even forgot to relock the door. He didn’t go back to the feasting room, where he was expected, but rather, left Chom Deiru altogether, moving out along the streets of the city, where the revelry had become a general thing ever since the victory over Yatol Bardoh.

Victory? Pechter Dan Turk had to wonder. Could the intrusion of the Abellicans at the head of a Honce-the-Bear army rightly be called so?

The man left Jacintha altogether soon after, having procured a cart, horse, and supplies for his journey. He moved westward along the northern road, bound for Dahdah Oasis and beyond, to the city of Dharyan-Dharielle. What he might accomplish there, he did not know.

He only knew that he had to get away from the place that was no more his home.


Chapter 23
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In Need of Glory

BROTHER STIMSON OF CHAPEL AUBEARD HAD BEEN HANDPICKED BY MARCALO De’Unnero to lead the contingent of monks accompanying the Ursal fleet because of his absolute loyalty to De’Unnero’s cause and his strong proficiency with the gemstones. The young brother, barely into his forties, was one of the few of his generation who rejected the teachings of Brother Avelyn outright. Stimson’s peers, after all, had come to their full power as Abellicans during the time of the rosy plague and the Miracle of Avelyn at Mount Aida. Brother Stimson, too, had partaken of that miracle, and he could not deny that God had touched the world through Avelyn to defeat the rosy plague. Still, to Stimson, the magical gemstones were the gift of God reserved for the chosen of God—the Abellican brothers. The notion of using these stones among the populace so readily, as was espoused by the followers of Avelyn, seemed absolutely abhorrent to the man.

And thus, Stimson was all in favor of the current revolt within the Abellican Church, where Brother De’Unnero and Abbot Olin were reshaping the chapels and abbeys in the image of the Order before the days of Avelyn. By extension, Stimson had become a loyal supporter of Aydrian Wyndon, as well. Without Aydrian, there could be no revolution within the Church, so went the thinking, and thus, though he had always been loyal to King Danube and though he had always understood the successor to Danube’s throne to be Prince Midalis, Stimson would forgo the desire for that logical ascension.

The Abellican Church, after all, was paramount.

To Marcalo De’Unnero, brothers like Stimson were the most valuable of resources as he moved along with Aydrian to bring the kingdom into the proper fold. Thus, he had rewarded Stimson with this most important of missions. Seven brothers had sailed with the fifteen ships of Earl DePaunch out of the Masur Delaval and into the Gulf of Corona. They had shadowed the land for many days before turning straight north, taking a direct line to the target: the island fortress of Pireth Dancard. The weather had cooperated, with no early-winter storms blowing across the waters, but with a cold westerly wind that the great ships had tacked into a fine, water-raising speed. Right on schedule that cold sunny morning, the dark tower of Pireth Dancard came into view.

Brother Stimson was among the first on the deck to spot it after the lookout’s call came down. Standing at the front rail of Assant Tigre—the Behrenese words for Attacking Tiger, DePaunch’s flagship named by Aydrian in honor of Marcalo De’Unnero—Stimson gripped the rail tightly at the sight. He heard the commotion behind him, many footsteps shuffling forward.

“We have the gemstones held ready,” an excited Brother Meepause said to Stimson, and he held forth his hand with the graphite and hematite De’Unnero had given him. A couple of other brothers behind Meepause did likewise, though Stimson hardly seemed interested at that moment. It would be hours before any battle was joined, after all.

And Stimson secretly hoped that the gemstones, and all other firepower, would be unnecessary. Pireth Dancard and the Coastpoint Guards who manned it had not formally declared themselves for either Aydrian or Prince Midalis, after all. It was quite likely that Earl DePaunch and the Allheart escorts would be welcomed by the soldiers. That would be for the best, Stimson knew. The less battling that Aydrian had to do to stabilize the kingdom would allow for more concentration in securing the contentious Abellican Church.

“The bear rampant!” came the cry from the crow’s nest, and Stimson gritted his teeth as the man finished, “No tiger!”

Pireth Dancard was flying the pennant of the Ursals, not the new flag of Honce-the-Bear, the bear and tiger rampant, facing off above the evergreen of the Abellican Church. The island fortress should have known about the change in flags by this time, though Stimson recognized that the Coastpoint Guards stationed out here would have no appropriate pennant for King Aydrian available to them.

“There will be a fight!” one of the younger brothers behind Stimson remarked eagerly. “They ally with Prince Midalis!”

That seemed to be the feeling all about the ship and those ships nearby, Stimson could tell in glancing around at the sudden commotion, at the eager faces and sparkling eyes. He held quiet his argument that perhaps the soldiers out here were flying the only flag they possessed.

Signalmen flagged each other across the waters and the ships moved from their fairly straight triple-line formation, with the vessels port and starboard of Assant Tigre bowing out wide and tacking to slow, and those behind sliding up into the vacated areas. In mere minutes, with the black speck of Dancard on the horizon barely larger than it had been at first sighting, the ships had moved into an approach formation that created two rows, seven up front and eight off center spaced right behind, instead of in three columns of five in a front-to-back line. Assant Tigre centered that front line. These were the “kill” ships, heavily armored and manned with regiments of archers and the seven gemstone-wielding brothers. The eight smaller craft behind, swifter and more maneuverable, each housed a pair of long-range catapults and soldiers trained in ship-to-ship combat.

“Each of you knows your duty,” Brother Stimson said to his six fellow Abellican monks. “Since Earl DePaunch has chosen to concentrate us all on one vessel, we must be even more efficient and coordinated in our attacks. If resistance is discovered onshore, a catapult or a contingent of archers, then we must destroy that resistance quickly, before any real damage can be offered to this ship. Do you understand?”

Enthusiastic cries came back at him. Too eager, thought the older brother, who had seen a great riot in the days of the plague, a wild battle in the square of his small town northeast of Ursal. Stimson had heard men dying by the score, and despite his belief in De’Unnero and Olin and his acceptance that the Church and kingdom would not be secured without a fight, the man had little desire to hear those echoing screams ever again.

“Go and eat, if you have not, and make your peace with God before you find your positions,” Stimson told the brothers. “Brothers, relax and understand that we still have hours at least before any battle will be joined.”

With that, the commanding monk took his leave, moving to the center of the ship and the war room, to join in the discussion with Earl DePaunch and the other leaders.

He found DePaunch in nearly as agitated a state as had been the young brothers, and that he did not view as a good sign!

“I will move to within three hundred yards before I turn right and sail about the island,” DePaunch explained.

“Three hundred is within the reach of some of their greater catapults, those set up high on the rocks, my lord,” remarked one of the other commanders, Guilio Jannet, an Allheart Knight who had served for many years under Duke Bretherford.

DePaunch nodded. “But hardly could they prove accurate at such a range,” he explained. “The back eight will be split, four escorting us and four swinging left about the island. No enemy ships will sail beyond our reach.”

“I would suggest you allow four to continue to sail past Dancard,” said Giulio. “In case some have already fled—or soon will now that we have likely been spotted.”

Earl DePaunch thought on it a moment, then nodded his agreement.

“Pardon, good Earl, but are we not presuming much here?” Brother Stimson interjected. “We do not even know if these folk of Dancard are friends or enemies.”

“They fly the flag of the Ursal line, not that of Aydrian,” said one of the other commanders.

“Do they even possess the bear and tiger rampant?” the reasonable monk replied. “Do they even fully understand King Aydrian and the legions he commands? These are Coastpoint Guards, after all. Will they not be persuaded that ours is the proper cause when they see Allheart Knights among us?”

“Are we to sail into the shadows of their deadly catapults?” Earl DePaunch retorted. “When four or five of these great ships King Aydrian has entrusted to me flounder in the waves, am I to then assume it would be proper to attack?”

“I only meant—”

“Their first response is the pennant they fly,” Giulio added. “If a bear and tiger greeted us from above Pireth Dancard, then we would have sailed in as allies.”

Brother Stimson recognized what was going on, and in truth, he had expected nothing different. Earl DePaunch was the most eager of young men, as was Giulio Jannet. Accepting Dancard as an ally to the throne would be a great gain for King Aydrian; defeating a hostile Dancard and forcing it under the flag of Aydrian would be a great gain for the careers of DePaunch and Giulio.

The ambitious earl was spoiling for a fight.

When Stimson moved back out on the deck, he found that the ship sailing beside Assant Tigre had brought down their colors and the crew were now running up the more traditional flag of Honce-the-Bear, the bear rampant that had served as Ursal’s banner for more than a hundred years. The monk moved to the fore, beside his brethren, all of whom were watching the changing of the colors beside them.

“What does it mean, brother?” one asked Stimson.

The monk wanted to reply that it meant they would use that ship as a front in order to get close to the docks. He wanted to reply that it meant that they were going to get their fight, whether Pireth Dancard wanted it or not.

Instead, the monk just shrugged noncommittally. Marcalo De’Unnero had chosen him for a reason, he reminded himself. While he might not agree with the methods of Earl DePaunch, he surely agreed with the outcome of Aydrian’s rule, especially as it pertained to the Abellican Church—the wayward Abellican Church, by Master Stimson’s estimation.

The wind remained strong, filling the sails, and the fifteen ships remained under full sail, speeding for the island. Stimson and the others watched it grow and grow, until the tower set on the high rocks came into clear view, the pennant visible even without use of a spyglass. The island’s southern docks were set right below it, down a rocky slope that housed a few buildings, including one long warehouse right on the water level. That hill was sparse of growth, with only a few patches of grasses and a couple of small trees, but it was well fortified, with crisscrossing walls of piled rocks leading up from the docks to the tower. Off to the right-hand side of the island, on the eastern slopes, was a small settlement of stone houses, and there, as on the docks, a commotion was brewing, with many people staring out at the fast-approaching fleet.

Barely a thousand yards out, ten of the eleven ships dropped to half sail, battle sail, and as one, ten prows dipped lower in the water. The one remaining at full sail—the one to Assant Tigre’s right, flying the pennant of Ursal—sped on toward the long wharf.

“Be ready, Master Stimson,” came Earl DePaunch’s voice from behind. “When Assant Tigre makes her run, I expect you and your brothers to trace our glorious path.”

Stimson looked at the man, and at Giulio Jannet beside him, both grinning and nodding, obviously eager.

Into his early fifties now, Warder Constantine Presso was among the oldest and most experienced leaders of the Coastpoint Guards. And among the most proper, with his neatly trimmed moustache and goatee and traditional blue, red-trimmed overcoat, complete with a black leather baldric running right shoulder to left hip. He was a tall man, and stood impeccably straight, shoulders wide and back, eyes never down. He had served at all of the major outposts of the rugged outfit, from Pireth Tulme to Dancard to Pireth Vanguard in the north. The man was well aware of the politics of Honce-the-Bear, and of the games that were often played by eager young commanders seeking a quick road to promotion.

Presso had been told immediately when the fleet had sailed into view, and had arrived at the tower’s top in time to watch their precision and training in action as they moved from an open sailing line to battle formation.

And now he watched them in this latest ruse, or whatever it was.

“She flies the Ursal bear!” cried a man from somewhere below.

It was true enough, Constantine Presso could see; the lone approaching ship was not flying the strange pennant that seemed to verify the rumors of a change in power in Ursal, but rather the more customary flag of King Danube and his predecessors. But, the warder noted, the ship was even then running a second pennant up her mainmast, the white flag of truce.

Presso wandered about his tower top, studying the catapult emplacements set among the stones left and right and the great swiveling ballista upon the tower top itself. He moved back to the lip overlooking the docks soon enough and called for his men to “stand ready.”

Then he again looked out at the fast-approaching ship, and the ten others gliding in behind it—and glanced west at the four others who had broken off from the back line and were moving at full speed about Pireth Dancard. Presso even offered a glance toward the north, where the two Dancard scout ships had long ago sailed, departing at the first sight of the approaching fleet as per their standing orders whenever a potentially hostile vessel approached the fortress. For Dancard was not built to hold out against a great foe, but rather to serve as sentinel to the mainland on the south and Vanguard on the north.

“What king do they serve?” came a confused cry from one of the Coastpoint Guards in position along the defending wall below the tower.

Warder Presso looked back at the leading ship, to see that both the pennant of Ursal and the white flag had been cut away from the fast-approaching warship. In their stead, the ship had run up the same flag the others were flying, along with a second fast-climbing the guide ropes: a white flag bordered in black and with a red X over the field.

In mariners’ terms in Honce-the-Bear at that time, that flag was one demanding surrender.

Presso noted that the ship’s catapult was set and ready to fire, pitch smoldering in its basket. He watched in disbelief as a great contingent of archers crowded the deck, all wearing the uniforms of Kingsmen. They dipped their arrows into unseen buckets below the rails and brought them up, tips aflame, and bent back their great bows.

Behind Presso, the ballista crew broke into action.

“Hold!” the warder ordered them.

Unfortunately for Presso and for Dancard, few on the island had been hardened by actual battle. Presso recognized the ship’s movements as a goad and a ploy—the full sail and continued course gave her away—but some of the younger and more frightened Coastpoint Guards did not.

A few arrows arced out at the ship; one Dancard catapult fired, then the second.

A ball of pitch hissed as it fell into the cold water at the ship’s side, but the second found the mark, splashing across the unfurled sails and setting them ablaze. From that fiery deck came the response, fifty flaming arrows knifing across the docks of Dancard, followed by a returning ball of pitch that splattered across the lowest levels of the wall.

The wounded ship tacked and steered hard, bending low into a direct turn for the island’s docks.

Up on the tower, Warder Presso closed his eyes and shook his head, understanding more fully the tactic. Momentum would carry the wounded ship to crash into the docks, where her crack crew would be fast ashore.

He looked past that vessel to the other ten, and to the ten fiery balls arcing gracefully into the sky.

Master Stimson, too, watched those responding catapults, taking note that of the ten shots, only six had been aimed at the dock areas. The four longer-ranged shots from the trailing vessels climbed out to the east to land among the stone buildings, igniting all flammable material within their splash zones.

Including people.

Stimson closed his eyes as he heard the screams again, just as in the riots of his youth. Not the roars of battle lust that turned to grunts of pain, as with combatants; these were the shrieks of surprise and terror that arose from the confusion of innocents caught up in a fight they could not comprehend. Even the pitch was different, for among the cries coming from the small village were intermingled the screams of women and children.

The Abellican master glanced back at Earl DePaunch and saw that the man was not alarmed by the apparently errant shots. Stimson understood; DePaunch was goading Pireth Dancard on to a larger fight. He was leaving little room for common sense and a possible compromise here, little room for diplomacy. For now, suddenly, Dancard was fighting for her very existence. The soldiers were fighting not only to hold their docks, but to keep their families alive. Perhaps four hundred people lived on this island, but no more than a quarter of that number were soldiers, with the rest working as dockworkers and farmers and fishermen. And among those three-quarters of the folk were the family members, the wives and the children.

Stimson turned his attention back to the docks just in time to see the leading, wounded ship slide into the wooden pier. Great beams groaned in protest, on both ship and dock, and a section of the pier crumbled into the wash. Finally, the ship settled against the broken wood, burning and listing, but the crew didn’t immediately debark. They lined the deck behind the blocking high rails and continued their barrage of arrows, great volleys sweeping across the docks.

Responding fire came at them from the rock walls, with a number of bowmen at least equal to the fifty archers on the wounded ship. The Coastpoint Guardsmen were well drilled, obviously, sending in volleys continuously, a third of them firing, then the second group, then the last, and back around in perfect timing. Many of those arrows coming out carried flaming tips, only adding to the confusion and devastation on the wounded ship.

A thrumming from above turned Stimson’s eyes to the tower top, to see a dark sliver flash out, a great ballista bolt diving down not at the wounded ship, but at one of the other approaching six. The shot was true, nearly, for the bolt skimmed the front of the boat to Assant Tigre’s far left, but glanced off the angled prow to splash harmlessly into the water.

Then came the second volley from the ships’ light catapults, this time with all ten flaming balls splashing about the area just beyond the docks and lower rock walls. The defenses were solid there, and the effect of the shot was minimal at best in terms of casualties. But the spreading bits of fire served the invaders well, for the defenders—slapping out smoldering pieces of splashing pitch or scrambling to find new positions away from the obscuring smoke—were clearly and necessarily distracted.

Some of the sailors on the wounded ship used the opportunity to continue their barrage, while others cut away the burning sails and worked to secure the craft more fully to the crushed dock area.

And the other six leading warships sailed in. The island catapults fired again, one scoring a hit high atop the mainsail of the ship immediately to Assant Tigre’s left. The fires hardly slowed the vessel, though, and the crew, intent on getting ashore, hardly paid the small flames high above any heed. Many rowboats hit the water all about the ships, soldiers scrambling down with practiced efficiency and taking up the stroke immediately to get ashore.

Only Assant Tigre kept its course, straight in to the docks, maneuvering directly opposite the wounded sister ship.

“Master Stimson!” came Earl DePaunch’s prompt.

“Focus your energies, brethren,” Stimson told his six Abellican companions. “The catapult left of the tower.”

Warder Presso rubbed his face as he watched the continuing approach and battle below him. He had known from the start that holding the island against such a fleet, bearing so many warriors, would not be possible. He had hoped to thin the enemy ranks enough initially to slow down the progress until parley could be pursued, however, and fully expected that his well-trained men would do so.

Perhaps a catapult could put another two ships out of commission. Perhaps his archers would ward the docks for the remainder of the day—there was really only one safe approach to the island, and the long wharf would only accommodate two ships at a time. If he could win these first moments of battle, he would force his enemy to come ashore wholly by rowboat, a much more difficult and time-consuming proposition.

Despite the movements and the minimal effects of the second catapult volley, Warder Presso believed that he and his men were doing exactly that. The wounded ship would prove a difficult debarkation, given its angle against the broken dock, and the second ship moving in would have only a narrow channel upon which to gain access to the crushed wharf. A well-placed catapult shot would lock down the wharf altogether, he believed.

Warder Presso held his breath, knowing that his artillerymen would now attempt to do just that, using the second docking ship as a backstop for their bombs.

But then Presso’s breath came out in a burst, and his eyes popped open wide in both shock and horror as seven distinct lightning bolts leaped forth from that ship, each reaching up to blast the area about the catapult below the tower on the right. The warder leaned over the wall to see a couple of artillerymen scrambling weirdly, limbs flailing, hair dancing, while several others lay about on the ground, some moving, some not. Wisps of smoke drifted up from the war engine itself at several locations, and as Presso watched in dismay, one of the support legs of the catapult buckled beneath it, toppling the engine to its side.

“Abellican monks!” cried the commander standing beside the devastated warder.

“Allheart Knights!” cried another man, drawing Presso’s attention back to the wounded ship, to see warriors armored in the garb of the famed Allhearts moving across the planks to the dock.

A second volley of lightning bolts shot forth from the ship, wreaking similar destruction on the lone remaining catapult.

The only formidable magic-wielders in all the world, as far as Warder Presso knew, were the Abellicans who served the King of Honce-the-Bear. Pireth Dancard, an outpost of the same king, had little defense against such a magical assault.

Presso heard the ballista swiveling behind him, and he turned fiercely. “Hold fire!” he cried. “And put up your bows!” he screamed over the edge of the tower to the archers set about the defensive wall. He turned to his stunned commander and bade the man to run the white flag up at once.

“We must trust in the Allhearts and the Abellicans,” he said to the group on that tower top. “They are the heart and soul of Honce-the-Bear; we must ask them for mercy.”

“They serve the usurper king!” came the commander’s reply, for indeed, the Saudi Jacintha had stopped through Pireth Dancard on her way to Vanguard weeks before with just such a report. “What of Prince Midalis?”

“We shall see,” Warder Presso replied as he headed for the stairwell to take him down to the scene. “Without artillery, we cannot hold them off. We are outnumbered five to one, I would estimate.”

“We have defensible positions!” the commander argued, and indeed, Pireth Dancard was networked with many winding tunnels set with numerous bottlenecks and traps.

“Defensible against our own people?” Presso retorted. “Defensible against gemstone-wielding Abellican monks? Those tunnels were built for last desperate use against powries, Commander, or against any other foe who would not give quarter. Are we to expect such treatment from our brothers of Honce-the-Bear?”

The commander tightened his lips, obviously biting back a sharp retort. But he held it to himself.

A thin voice from the tower top was not going to suffice in making the surrender general, and many more, attacker and defender alike, were killed or wounded on the docks and lower battlements. More volleys of flaming pitch came soaring in from the warships, striking the rocky hill higher and higher in succession until they reached right up to the gates of the sturdy tower. On came the Allheart Knights, covered by archery fire and more devastating volleys by the gemstone-wielding priests. By the time Warder Presso made it to the gates and flung them wide, the battle had nearly reached the fortress, with many more invaders coming ashore from the rowboats all about the dock area. Presso could hear cries from the east, as well, and he realized that the four trailing warships had sailed about the island, likely lobbing their catapult bombs intermittently.

Warder Presso took the white flag of surrender from the man beside him and waded out into the melee. Or at least, he tried to, for a sudden jolt of lightning, and then a second and a third, perhaps even a fourth, jolted him and hurled him backward, where he lay helpless on the ground, his limbs twitching.

He took some relief when he noted another of his soldiers scoop up the flag and stubbornly run past, and then he knew no more.

“A glorious day,” Earl DePaunch said to Master Stimson and Giulio Jannet. The three walked the lower reaches of Dancard’s fortified southern expanse, the smell of burned pitch heavy in the air. About them, bodies were still being removed—twoscore of the defending Coastpoint Guardsmen had been killed, as well as more than sixty of DePaunch’s men, many of them the brave souls on the sacrificial boat that was still jammed up against the damaged long wharf. Other noncombatants had been killed in the village area, but no count had yet been formulated.

“Warder Presso will survive,” Master Stimson informed the earl. Stimson had worked on the man with hematite personally, and now the other six Abellicans were out among the islanders, helping to heal their wounds.

“Only to be hanged, likely,” Earl DePaunch replied, and he gave a coarse chuckle, which Giulio Jannet quickly joined.

“Take care of such an act,” Master Stimson warned. “Presso has served Dancard for many years and is much loved by his men and the townsfolk.”

“You would have me ignore his act of treason?” Earl DePaunch asked with feigned incredulity, for they all knew that the actions of Warder Constantine Presso were hardly treasonous, and were, in effect, more self-defense than anything else. “Good brother, we cannot have renegade commanders opposing the rule of King Aydrian.”

“Does the man even know our king’s name?”

“He will,” DePaunch assured Stimson, “right before the noose tightens about his neck.”

That brought another laugh from Giulio Jannet, which DePaunch summarily joined.

Master Stimson looked away, considering his own duties. There was one Abellican priest out on Dancard, a Master Coiyusade. He was a fairly distinguished member of the Church, and had been heard at the last College of Abbots, in which Fio Bou-raiy had been elected Father Abbot. As his name indicated, Coiyusade was of Behrenese descent, though his family had lived in Entel for more than a century, and had intermarried with folk of Honce-the-Bear so frequently in the past that the master’s skin was more the complexion of a man of Honce-the-Bear than that of a Behrenese. Despite his southern heritage, Coiyusade had voted for Fio Bou-raiy and not Abbot Olin at that college. The man had served most of his time in St. Rontlemore, the sister abbey and rival of Olin’s St. Bondabruce in Entel.

He had wavered in his vote at that last college, though, Stimson remembered, and had nearly been persuaded over to Abbot Olin’s side. Perhaps he could be moved toward the new reality of the Abellican Church.

A cry to the side turned the attention of all three toward a woman, running and screaming for her husband. She almost got to the flat rock off to the side of the wall where the dead were being piled before a pair of Kingsmen intercepted her, one shoving her hard to the ground and ordering her away.

Stimson realized that his task concerning Coiyusade would be much more difficult if such actions became common. He looked to Earl DePaunch, expecting a scolding of the soldier, who continued his harsh treatment of the woman, even kicking her a couple of times.

But Earl DePaunch just laughed again, and Giulio Jannet joined him.


Chapter 24
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Making a Man of Him

ON A COLD AND SNOWY WINTER’S DAY, WHEN FOLK THIS FAR OUT IN THE WILDERLANDS to the west were usually huddled before the hearth, families and friends close together to share body heat, all of the citizens of Festertool were outside, lining the main cart road through the small and remote village. They waved red kerchiefs and jumped up and down, cheering for their young king—this man, Aydrian, who had once lived in this town, and who had served all the region as Tai’Maqwilloq, the Ranger of Festertool.

Sadye hardly paid the jumping and shouting townsfolk any heed as she rode beside Aydrian, surrounded by the guarding cavalry of the few Allheart Knights who had accompanied them out from Palmaris. A score of Kingsmen had gone into the village before the main parade, ensuring Aydrian’s safety. The rest of the troop, more than three hundred strong, marched behind Aydrian’s group, with drumbeats cutting through the dull and snowy winter air.

And Aydrian was soaking it all in, beaming more proudly than Sadye had ever before seen him. They had come through several towns before this, of course, and with similar fanfare, but this one was different, Sadye recognized. This town had been Aydrian’s first real experience with a human community after his escape from the Touel’alfar. In this town, he had learned how to speak the language of Honce-the-Bear, and had learned the other manners, subtle and not-so, of human interaction. In this town, Aydrian had risen from wayward boy to hero in a short period of time, and now he was returning, the ultimate conquering hero.

He seemed a beautiful person to Sadye in that moment, his face aglow with the cold and the pride, rosy cheeks and bright red lips accentuating those marvelous blue eyes of his. He wore no helm and had pushed the hood of his heavy cloak back off his head so that his golden hair, all tousled and unkempt, was shining above him with an almost supernatural glow. Everything about Aydrian seemed larger than life to Sadye at that moment. Truly he was the king here, in every aspect of the word, and just being beside him sent a shiver coursing along her spine.

She was still staring at him when they reached the end of the lane, and Aydrian dismounted to stand before the town elders. He paused and glanced all around, surveying the group, and Sadye could tell by his movements and the sparkle in his eyes that he recognized more than a few.

“Hey, boy, are ye still needin’ old Rumpar’s sword?” one old man cried, and those around him laughed and tittered.

Until Aydrian fixed them with a warning glare.

Slowly, very slowly, Aydrian drew Tempest from its sheath on his hip, sliding the blade out into the air before him and lifting it high. That alone brought many gasps, and those only multiplied a moment later, when the brilliant blade erupted into leaping flames.

To his credit, Aydrian chose not to respond any more than that, and he promptly let go of the magical fires and slid the sword away.

“Good people of Festertool,” he began, turning as he spoke to take them all in, “you knew me as your ranger, defending your boundaries from highwaymen and monsters alike. And now I have returned to you as your king.”

A great cheer began somewhere to the side, and rolled along the line of townsfolk, growing with each passing second. No doubt, the Kingsmen standing among the crowd were urging them, Sadye knew, but in truth, it didn’t seem to her as if many needed that prompt. Their cheers seemed genuine, the hopes of a nondescript and usually ignored little town who saw one of their own step forward to the highest glory in all the world. Sadye wondered if Jilseponie had received such a reception from the folk of Dundalis after becoming Danube’s queen.

Aydrian caught her attention, then, looking over at her, his eyes sparkling with pride and also with something else, some intensity that caught Sadye off her guard at that moment.

Instinctively, she hugged her arms close in front of her, almost an attempt—a futile one—to deny the warmth that was suddenly flowing throughout her.

Their meal was served by a host of attendants, seeing to their every need, and while the food was rather plain, Sadye appreciated the great lengths to which Aydrian had gone to make this evening together something rather special.

She noted, too, the way he looked at her throughout the meal, and knew that the hunger in his blue eyes longed for something more than food.

This time, though, the woman was not caught off her guard as she had been earlier in the day. She did not recoil from Aydrian’s stare, did not hug her arms defensively in front of her. Rather, she lifted her glass of wine—one of the few delicacies the army had taken out of Palmaris—and replied to Aydrian with a leading and teasing smile.

Aydrian dismissed the servants before he and Sadye had even finished their meal. And when she was done, he wasted no time in coming around the table toward her.

Sadye rose before he got there and moved to the window, pulling aside the curtain to look out on the quiet town of Festertool and the many campfires of the army gathered about it.

“The hero comes home,” she said when Aydrian stalked up beside her, and her words slowed his deliberate approach somewhat. Still, he was right against her, looking not out the window, as was she, but at her. She could feel his stare boring into her, soaking in her delicate features.

Only after a moment did her words truly seem to sink in to him. “Home?” he asked. “This place?”

Sadye turned her gentle expression to him. “This is not your home?” she asked. “Where, then?”

The question seemed physically to push Aydrian back a step and he blinked repeatedly as if coming out of his intoxication with Sadye’s obvious charms.

“Is it this place you name as Andur’Blough Inninness?” the woman pressed, and Aydrian was shaking his head before she ever finished.

“I do not wish to talk about this.”

“These questions do not dig so deep, do they?”

“No, I don’t wish to talk about this!” Aydrian said more emphatically, and he turned away. “Not here. Not now.” He spun back on her almost immediately, moving close once again. “This is not the time,” he said, his voice going softer but hardly diminishing—rather, it gained a husky quality and a sense of urgency.

Aydrian pressed up against her, his arm going about her so that she could not even begin to lean away. “Not now,” he whispered, and he moved in to kiss her.

A deft twist and duck had Sadye sliding under that holding arm and moving back toward the center of the room.

Aydrian’s eyes popped open and he spun to regard her, his expression caught somewhere between surprise and anger. “You refuse me?”

Sadye recognized the genuine confusion in his voice, and, as she had expected, the lack of true confidence behind his imperial façade. She didn’t respond to him openly, not wanting to clear that confusion and those doubts, but merely smiled coyly.

Aydrian approached, but the graceful woman simply danced away.

“What game do you play?” the frustrated king asked.

“Game?”

Aydrian came at her suddenly with a move that would have served him well as a swordsman, closing the distance too quickly for Sadye to move aside.

And so she stopped him instead, with a simple change in expression, a sudden frosty stare.

Aydrian halted and shook his head.

“You just take what you will?” Sadye remarked. She nearly laughed aloud when Aydrian started to answer in the affirmative, and her fluid expression stopped him before he made that mistake.

“I am the king,” he said instead.

“And so you have your kingdom.”

“And so I have what I desire.”

“No,” came the woman’s simple response.

“I could have any woman in the kingdom!”

“All but one, perhaps.”

Aydrian clenched his fists at his sides and Sadye half expected him to stamp his foot in frustration. She resisted the urge to giggle at him. “My word is law,” he argued, and then reiterated, “I will have whatever I desire.”

He started forward, but Sadye’s outstretched hand, backed by a look of intensity beyond anything Aydrian had ever seen from her before, stopped him as surely as any barricade ever could.

“No,” she answered in denial of his last statement. “Because what you desire cannot be taken.”

Those words seemed to calm Aydrian somewhat, and he settled back, looking at her curiously.

“You could take me, of course, by force,” Sadye went on with a shrug. “I could not stop you, nor would any speak ill of the act, since you are king.”

Aydrian’s expression showed her that he was considering that option at that very moment, and Sadye realized that she had a lot of work to do on this flawed young man.

“There would be no gain,” she explained. “You would find nothing but physical release, and if that is your goal, better that you seek out someone for whom you care nothing, or service yourself …”

“Enough!”

“But you would gain no mastery over me, Aydrian,” the woman pressed on, narrowing her eyes. “Because I would detach myself wholly from the experience. You would not hurt me nor subjugate me because I would be there in body only.”

“Perhaps that is enough!”

The woman chortled at him. “If you believe that, then you are a fool,” she said, and she turned away, moving around the table. She needed time, and distance, because he needed to learn. Once she had achieved that distance, Sadye began to laugh aloud, not derisively, but to show him clearly that she knew something that he did not. “You broke Symphony to your will, yes?” she asked.

Aydrian wore a perplexed expression, and he just stared at her for a long time before slightly nodding.

“And yet, you never mastered the horse,” she added.

“So says Sadye,” came the dry reply.

“Did Symphony not throw you at the joust upon the first opportunity? Did Symphony not run from you at the first opportunity in Palmaris?”

“The beast desired to be wild …”

“And yet every tale I have heard shows that Symphony went to Elbryan, and to Jilseponie, willingly. Has it occurred to you that those encounters were more than anything you ever knew of Symphony?”

Aydrian’s face crinkled. “You speak of a horse?” he asked, shaking his head. “What has that got to do—”

“You can take whatever you want, King Aydrian Boudabras,” Sadye said directly. “But some things cannot be taken, can only be given.”

“It is De’Unnero, isn’t it?” Aydrian shouted at her.

Sadye didn’t dignify that with an answer. She turned from him and walked from the room, not even looking back. She heard his footsteps as he started to follow, but only smiled when those steps broke off suddenly. His emotions had dropped a solid wall before him, she knew, and it would not be one that Aydrian had any experience against, nor any weapons against. She had stopped him.

She had taught him the first lesson.

She went back to the house that had been set aside for her and spent hours preparing herself and her room, before finding an attendant and sending him across the lane to fetch young Aydrian. She wished that she could have waited a day or two at least before moving on to this next most-important lesson, but the army would march in the morning, and this was no lesson to be learned in a tent in the wilderness.

Aydrian locked a scowl on his face later that night as he walked across the small lane to the house Sadye was using. The young king could hardly believe that he was answering the call delivered by Sadye’s appointed door guard. His first instinct was to send a stinging retort back to the woman who had so completely rebuffed him. But for some reason he did not understand, the young king of Honce-the-Bear was out and walking, his cloak pulled tight about him against the cold night wind.

He knocked on the door, but then just grunted and pushed through it, not waiting for any answer.

Immediately Aydrian’s senses were touched, at every level. A fire blazed in the hearth to the left of the door, and many candles were set about the room, their lights sometimes crystal clear and other times dull glows behind the wafting layers of steam and scented smoke. Aydrian took a deep and intoxicating breath and a strange warmth washed over him.

He closed the door and moved deeper into the room, to a central collection of pillows and blankets set between hanging shades of delicate fabric. Only as he neared the pillows did Aydrian notice the music. Sadye’s lute, he knew, the plucked notes hanging in the air until moving seamlessly into the next. The song was slow, but full of sharp and distinct sounds.

Then came a hissing sound, and Aydrian turned to see Sadye drifting about the steam, pouring a pitcher of water on heated stones before going right back to her playing.

She was dressed in light layers of the same teasing gossamer-like material as the shades, which hardly covered her lithe body. She danced aside as she played, drifting in and out of the opaque steam, and behind the hanging shades, turning as she went. Water glistened on her delicate shoulders and on her hair, and a single droplet hung teasingly on her lip for a few moments.

“What is this?” Aydrian asked, his words lost in the continuing music of the lute. “What are you about?” As he spoke, he pulled the heavy cloak from his shoulders and tossed it aside, and Sadye flashed a mischievous grin and did likewise, pulling a veil from about her waist and leaving it in her wake.

Aydrian’s eyes fixed on that beautiful bare belly, seeming soft and firm all at once, with a delicate curve at its bottom, where it disappeared behind the veil wrapped about the woman’s hips.

Catching on, Aydrian grinned wickedly and threw off his shirt, stripping to the waist.

In a twirl, Sadye did likewise, but then she moved sidelong to him, with her arms blocking his view, just barely.

“Sadye, what are you about?” Aydrian asked.

She didn’t answer, other than to fix him with one of the most intense gazes he had ever seen, her eyes alone nearly buckling the young man’s knees beneath him. Almost panting now, barely able to draw breath, Aydrian stripped off the rest of his clothes and moved toward her.

But Sadye moved gracefully away from him, and when he rushed to catch up to her, she turned and froze him with another look, one suddenly cold and denying.

“Sadye?” he asked, he begged.

The woman brought a finger to her pursed lips, bidding him to silence. Only then did he realize that she had deftly removed the rest of her veils.

“What game is this, woman?” Aydrian said, his voice taking on lower and more insistent tones. Sadye moved around the other side of the circular pillow pile then, slipping behind another of the hanging screens, and Aydrian moved suddenly, and as purposefully as a charge in a sword fight, cutting her off so that there was only that thin sliver of fabric between them. He reached out and took her by the shoulder.

The music stopped and a frown crossed Sadye’s beautiful face as she pulled immediately away from the man. “I told you before,” she warned. “You will have me on my terms alone. Now retreat to the pillows.”

Aydrian did let go, but he stood there staring at her for a long moment, shaking his head. “I am the king.”

Sadye moved up to him, her body just brushing his, her lips moving delicately over his. A groan escaped him and he leaned forward, but Sadye was already retreating, moving in perfect synchronization with Aydrian so that his body was barely touching hers all the way back.

He stopped, finally, gasping, and Sadye came back at him, first waving a burning brand of some lavender-scented branch before her, then tossing it on the fire and coming in behind the alluring scent, this time to press more urgently against Aydrian, kissing him hard and passionately.

Aydrian crushed her in his arms, moving to align himself with her, wanting only to be one with her. Waves of passion flowed through him, dizzying him. He could hardly breathe; he needed release.

But Sadye pulled away, giggling, and took up her lute again, twirling behind another of the hanging screens.

Aydrian started to pursue, but stopped short, looking at her, his mouth moving as if he wanted to say something but couldn’t find the words, his hands wringing at his sides, his entire body taut, as if he would simply explode.

“What is wrong, King Aydrian?” Sadye teased.

“What are you doing to me?” he asked. “What bewitching …”

“I am teaching you,” the woman answered. “Be grateful for the lesson, else I’ll end it now.”

“I will take you!” Aydrian said through his gritted teeth.

“Then you will get so much less than I can truly offer,” the woman said with another giggle. “Poor Aydrian. Always needing to be in control.”

He shook his head and moved a step toward her, but she laughed and spun away.

“But do you not understand?” Sadye asked. “Everything you do, you do with complete command. Everyone around you, even Marcalo De’Unnero, has become your puppet. You, young King, hold all the strings.”

“Not all, it would seem.”

“Then be grateful to Sadye,” the woman purred. “No, you do not control me, nor can you. With your great strength, you could ravish me, but that would bring you so much less of the sweetness I offer. With your mighty sword, you could execute me, and none would question, but even in dying, I would laugh at you, and you know it.”

“Another once thought she controlled me,” Aydrian warned, his tone suddenly ominous. “I am on my way even now to kill her for that.”

“Ah, but Dasslerond controlled you for her purposes and her benefit,” said Sadye, obviously not shaken at all. “I control you for the good of … you.” She motioned again to the pillows, and this time, despite his obvious desire to resist, Aydrian lay down upon them.

Sadye continued her dance about him for some time, teasing him with different, almost complete views of her alluring body, and with the notes of her song and the scents wafting about the air, with the steam and the heat, and the moisture glistening upon her.

Gradually, so slowly, she went to him, and even then, lying beside him or kneeling over him, she took her time, teasing more than touching, bringing the poor young man to near insanity with desire.

Finally, she straddled him as he lay on his back and leaned forward to whisper in his ear, nibbling his lobe before she spoke. “You have earned me,” she whispered. She moved her face back, looking down at him with an expression that was part smile and part serious.

And then she came down hard.

The room began to spin for Aydrian. He felt as if he was lifting into the air. He couldn’t draw breath and he didn’t want to. His legs went so taut that somewhere in the corner of his mind he feared the muscles would simply tear themselves apart.

Sometime later, Aydrian was still lying on his back, thoroughly spent, his mind whirling with the sweetest memories. Beside him, Sadye sat up against some piled pillows, her lute across her lap as she absently plucked at the strings.

“I never imagined,” the young man said, his voice barely escaping his throat.

“Because you spend your every day in complete control—you even control the weretiger within Marcalo,” Sadye explained.

“I am the king. I will rule all the world.”

“Almost all,” Sadye replied with a wicked grin, and she pointedly crossed her legs. “You will never rule me. You will never control me. Understand that.”

Aydrian’s face went tight with anger.

“And that is why you will always appreciate me, and love me,” Sadye finished. “You will always be a boy, Aydrian, if you are always in control of everything around you. I will teach you to be a man.”

“What foolishness …”

“Because only in letting go of that iron-fisted control, only by letting your emotions step through your willpower, will you understand the other half of what it is to be human,” Sadye explained in all seriousness. “Only when you embrace this other side of you, this passion, this freedom from control, this danger of the unknown, will you be complete, and only when you are a whole human being can you truly be a man.”

Aydrian blinked repeatedly, but did not rebut.

“Marcalo was much like you,” Sadye explained, and Aydrian winced through a shot of jealousy at the mention of her other lover. “So many powerful men … no, powerful boys, are.”

“What of Sadye, then?” Aydrian asked.

The woman looked at him as if she did not understand.

“If you go back to him, I will—” Aydrian started deliberately.

“Kill me?” she interrupted. “Kill him? Kill everyone?”

“Do not play this game.”

“You please me, Aydrian, in so many ways,” the woman coyly replied. “Continue to do so and you have nothing to fear.”

Aydrian leaned back and closed his eyes; all of it was too confusing to him at that moment, still basking in the loss of his virginity.

Sadye began to play again, then, and began to sing, softly, and her sweet voice was the perfect ending to a perfect night.

Aydrian drifted off to sleep.

Sadye sat there for a long while, looking at the beautiful young king, the beautiful young man. He was the most powerful man in all the world.

Except when he was with her.


Chapter 25
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Missionaries

BRYNN STOOD ON THE EASTERN WALL OF DHARYAN-DHARIELLE, REPLAYING THE events of the last couple of weeks over and over in her mind. She couldn’t shake the image of Abbot Olin in Chom Deiru, nor the look upon his face—so smug, so self-assured.

So dangerous.

All of the reports that had followed Brynn home served to heighten that uneasy feeling. Bolstered by their great victory over their primary opponent, the Behrenese armies were on the march out of Jacintha. Several provinces and cities had already fallen back under the blanket of Yatol Mado Wadon and the principle city, which was what Brynn and her comrades had hoped from the beginning. But those armies were being accompanied by a large number of priests—not only Chezru, but Abellican! Many Honce-the-Bear soldiers were also filling the ranks of the “Jacintha” force, and at least one report from Dahdah Oasis claimed that it was the northmen, not the Behrenese, who were truly in command.

“You look as if you expect an attack from Jacintha at any moment,” came a familiar voice, taking Brynn from her contemplations. She turned her head to regard Pagonel as he walked up beside her at the parapet.

“Abbot Olin seems to be an ambitious man,” the woman remarked.

Pagonel nodded and stared out to the dark east.

“It is my fear that we fought not for Jacintha and Mado Wadon, but for Olin of Honce-the-Bear,” Brynn explained.

“I have heard words to that effect,” the mystic agreed.

Brynn turned on him. “What have we done?”

“We stopped Tohen Bardoh, and that bodes well for To-gai,” Pagonel reasoned. “If your old nemesis had taken Jacintha, then we would have more than us two staring out to the east, and the expectation of attack would be a near certainty, I believe. And so do you.”

“Bardoh would never have allowed the To-gai-ru to hold Dharyan-Dharielle,” Brynn agreed.

“Then you have done well, yes?”

The fact that Pagonel had turned the statement into a question alerted Brynn to the fact that he was asking her to look deeper within herself here, to examine her feelings honestly and openly. That was why she valued Pagonel’s company more than simple friendship. His calm demeanor went to the core of his rational being. His embracing of the Jhesta Tu code gave him a perfectly rational perspective on all issues, a clearheaded ability to weigh every situation in every context, large and small. When the Chezhou-Lei warriors had arrived at the Mountains of Fire, challenging the Jhesta Tu to battle, there had been little irrational emotion guiding the hand of the Jhesta Tu leaders, including Pagonel, just a simple estimate of the good and bad of it.

The Jhesta Tu were complete human beings, Brynn thought as she regarded the always-serene mystic. In Pagonel, she saw true contentment and harmony, and it was a state that she surely envied and aspired to.

“I fear that Abbot Olin has gained the upper hand over Yatol Mado Wadon,” Brynn said after a bit more reflection. “The blanket of Jacintha takes on a decidedly Abellican point of view, by all that I am hearing from those cities that have capitulated to the marching army. Behren will soon be reunited, no doubt, north to south, east to west, but she will not be the same as before the fall of Chezru Chieftain Yakim Douan.”

“How could she be?” Pagonel asked. “Douan’s fall revealed a terrible betrayal, one that went to the heart of the Chezru religion and the leadership of Behren. The faith of the Yatols and of their flock was shaken, indeed, and perhaps shattered. Whatever form Chezru takes as it rises from the ashes of Yakim Douan’s wreckage will, by necessity, be very different from the church as it was.”

“But will it come to resemble the Abellican religion of Honce-the-Bear?” Brynn asked. “For that is what Abbot Olin seems to be about, and Yatol Wadon is apparently not disagreeing.”

“Would that be a bad thing? The Abellicans have had their own trials in recent years—perhaps one day I will tell you of the fall of Father Abbot Markwart and the rise of the followers of Avelyn Desbris.”

Brynn looked at him curiously. She had heard a bit of that tale, from the Touel’alfar and in her time as leader of To-gai, when she had learned that Aydrian, her old training companion, had assumed the throne of the northern kingdom.

“Aydrian’s mantle as king would seem to speak of that very event, since his mother and father were among those who rode with Avelyn.”

“And now Honce-the-Bear has come down to Behren to aid in their crisis,” Pagonel said. “Perhaps Abbot Olin understands well this type of trouble and is sharing his expertise with a devastated Chezru leadership.”

Brynn stared at him for a long while, knowing well that he was taking a position more to make her consider all the alternatives than to convince her of anything. “Or perhaps Abbot Olin has come in view of an opportunity here in the shattered and confused people of Behren,” she answered.

Pagonel’s expression showed her that he did not disagree.

“Is Abbot Olin expanding your friend Aydrian’s domain?” he asked.

Brynn looked back to the east and shrugged.

“Would it not be a good thing for you and your people if that was the case?” Pagonel went on. “If Aydrian or his representatives come to hold sway over Behren, is not the threat to To-gai from the Behrenese reduced? He is your friend, is he not?”

“Perhaps it would be reduced.”

“Then why do you trouble yourself over the aid we gave to Yatol Wadon, and perhaps to Abbot Olin by extension, in the battle of Jacintha?” the mystic asked. “You have pushed war farther from your border, it would seem, and is that not the responsibility of any leader?”

It made sense, of course, but the reasoning did not resonate within Brynn, because there was one other consideration. “And what of the Behrenese?” she asked.

“Would your friend Aydrian be an unworthy leader? A tyrant?”

“He is not Behrenese,” Brynn answered. “And the Abellicans are not Chezru, nor do they completely understand the concept and faith of the Chezru people.”

“A faith that has been shattered.”

“But still, is conquest the answer to their suddenly unheeded prayers?” Brynn came back emphatically, and she could see by Pagonel’s expression that he had led her to this place purposefully. “Have I helped to push the Behrenese under the rule of a foreign army and church, as my own people were subjugated by the Behrenese?”

“Will the Behrenese be better off because of that?” the mystic asked.

“No,” Brynn answered without the slightest hesitation. “The same was said of the To-gai-ru, that the Behrenese were showing us a better way of living. They were teaching us to tame the land to our needs, rather than to live in accordance with the steppes.”

“And you do not believe that truth?”

“No, because they were stealing from us our very identity,” Brynn answered. “The old ways of the To-gai-ru were more than traditions, they were our very identity. To have that stolen away without choice …”

Pagonel’s soft expression told her that he had been hoping for that very answer.

“No, I will not be comfortable if Honce-the-Bear entrenches itself in power over Behren,” Brynn declared. “I will rue the part I played in such a course. Behren is for the Behrenese, and To-gai is for the To-gai-ru. If the people of Honce-the-Bear, even the Abellican priests, wish to aid Behren in this time of crisis, even if they wish to influence the wayward Chezru flock, that is acceptable. But using this crisis to conquer is not.”

“Perhaps the time is fast approaching for you to meet with your old friend Aydrian.”

“I have not dismissed Agradeleous,” Brynn replied.

“Nor should you. We will need the dragon for mobility, if not for war.”

“We?” Brynn loaded her voice with hope. She had thought that Pagonel would soon be on his way again to his southern home.

“The Walk of Clouds is an ancient place,” the mystic replied. “It will be there for me a year from now, or two.”

“Your place is at my side.”

The mystic draped a comforting arm about Brynn’s small but strong shoulders as the two of them stood there, staring out to the dark east.

“They wasted little time,” Brynn said to her scout when he returned to inform her that the army headed by Yatol De Hamman and marching under the banner of Jacintha was even then assaulting Avrou Eesa to the southeast. Avrou Eesa had been the home of Yatol Tohen Bardoh and was one of the most important Behrenese cities, the largest and strongest of all within the western stretches of the kingdom now that Dharyan-Dharielle was under To-gai-ru control.

The woman looked to Pagonel, who was seated at her side. “I must go there,” she said, and to her surprise, her advisor didn’t immediately disagree, and didn’t even look as if he wanted to. He sat there, staring ahead, holding a pensive pose and gently stroking his chin.

“I could get there and return in short order,” he replied. “I could fly Agradeleous about the city and learn much.”

“I wish to see for myself,” said Brynn. “The manner in which Jacintha treats the citizenry of Tohen Bardoh’s home city might tell us much about what to expect from the strange alliance that has formed in the east.”

A slight agreeing nod was all the answer Pagonel offered.

Within the hour, Brynn and Pagonel rode out from Dharyan-Dharielle, accompanied by two hundred To-gai-ru riders. The dragon Agradeleous, back in his huge reptilian form, circled overhead, flying lookout with his keen eyesight and ready to heed Brynn’s call.

She used the dragon a few times over the next couple of days as they made their way south along the base of the great plateau dividing To-gai and Behren. With Agradeleous’ great speed and strength, Brynn flew up to the plateau top and brought in more of her warriors, many of whom had been assembled along this divide. Thus, by the time the troupe approached Avrou Eesa, less than a week after setting out from Dharyan-Dharielle, they numbered closer to five hundred.

After reconnaissance from the high perch atop Agradeleous showed them that the city had already fallen to De Hamman, Brynn brought her warriors within sight of the western walls, then broke free with Pagonel and a group of a dozen, riding in under a flag of truce.

The Dragon of To-gai, who had conquered this city in the war only months before, knew that she would not be warmly welcomed if any of the original Avrou Eesa guardsmen were still at their posts. But they weren’t, for De Hamman had swept the city, and the guards greeting the To-gai-ru from the watchtowers on the western gate were men of Jacintha.

And, Brynn and Pagonel both noted, a few light-complexioned warriors wearing the heavier armor of Honce-the-Bear.

The To-gai-ru group was admitted openly into the conquered city, and even cheered by some of the soldiers—and why not? Brynn thought. Hadn’t she and her companions turned the tide in the battle for their home city? Had Bardoh prevailed, how many of these men would even still be alive?

“I will speak with Yatol De Hamman,” Brynn said to the commander of the watch, and he motioned a pair of soldiers front and center and ordered them to take her at once to the Chezru temple Yatol De Hamman had set up as his temporary palace.

Before even entering that battle-worn but still impressive place, Brynn had many of her questions answered.

For laid out on the square before the temple were dozens of wounded soldiers, all wearing the red-stitched turbans associated with Yatol Bardoh. Obviously injured in the battle, or after the battle, these poor souls had little in the way of comforts. Many onlookers lined that scene of suffering, but none dared approach within the ring of Jacintha soldiers. Women pleaded for their husbands, and children cried, but the sentries seemed impassive to it all, casually marching the perimeter and enthusiastically beating back any who attempted to move in toward the lines of wounded.

Even more telling, Abellican monks and Chezru students walked among the wounded, bending low and speaking with them.

Brynn walked Runtly, her brown-and-white pinto pony, aside and dismounted, moving to join in one such discussion.

“The pain will end,” a Chezru student was saying to one emaciated and grievously injured man. “We will bring your wife and daughter inside with us, and they will hold your hands as Master Mackaront here shows you the truth of St. Abelle and Chezru. You will learn the beauty of our joined hands, my friend.”

The wounded man looked away in obvious disdain and the Chezru student straightened, spat upon him, and moved to the next in line.

Or started to, until Brynn stopped him. “How long have they been out here?”

The men turned to her; Mackaront flashed a toothy smile. “It is good to see you,” he started to say, but Brynn stopped him with a severe look and an upraised hand.

“How long have they been out here?” she asked again.

“Three days,” the Chezru student offered. “There were many more, of course, but some succumbed to their wounds.” His face brightened. “But many more have come to see the truth, and are even now resting comfortably!”

Brynn turned her stern look over to the Abellican master. “You hold their families and their very lives up before them with your offer of relief?” she asked incredulously. “Is this how Abellicans spread the word of their god?”

“They must accept the possibility that they have been deceived all these long years by a tyrant,” Mackaront replied, and it seemed to Brynn that these were well-practiced words. “They must show some repentance, at least, to counter their years of blindness. We of St. Abelle are a generous and kind lot, but our God-given magic cannot be bestowed upon our enemies nor upon heretics.”

Brynn tightened her jaw but resisted the urge to scream at him. She knew that she wasn’t going to get anywhere, so she turned away, glancing back once to soak in the pitiful image of the wretch on the ground, then moved more forcefully to catch up and pass her companions, striding with grim determination for the palace.

She was the first to stand before Yatol De Hamman, and neither offered nor waited for any formal greetings. “How can you accept this?” she asked.

The man put on a confused look, one that Brynn didn’t believe for a moment.

“You are forcing Behrenese to embrace the Abellican Church,” Brynn explained. “You wear the robes of a Yatol of Chezru, yet you deny those robes and tenets before this holy place.”

A commotion from behind turned Brynn, to see her companions standing calmly behind her, and to see litter-bearers taking in the same man she had seen lying before the feet of Master Mackaront outside the palace. A woman and a younger girl, the man’s wife and daughter, obviously, flanked him, holding his hands and crying, while Mackaront moved beside him as well, clutching one hand to his chest, the other set upon the wounded man’s injured side.

“Does your desecration know no bounds?” Brynn asked De Hamman.

“Desecration?” the Yatol replied skeptically. “Because we have come to understand the deception of Douan? Because we have embraced friends from the north?”

“Abellican friends,” Brynn reminded. “Men who follow a different God, and men who have never been true friends of Behren.” She did note a bit of a wince there, and suspected that maybe De Hamman’s feelings didn’t run quite as deep as his words seemed to indicate.

“Release the hatred from your soul, Brynn Dharielle,” De Hamman bade her. “We live in enlightened times. Better times.”

“You throw away everything that gave Behren its very soul!” Brynn argued, but then a hand on her shoulder calmed her, and she glanced over to see Pagonel standing beside her.

“As you embrace the heretic mystics of the Jhesta Tu?” De Hamman retorted.

Brynn let the comment go and forced herself to a place of calm. She understood the error of the analogy, of course—the Jhesta Tu weren’t making any claims within To-gai, after all—and in that understanding, she allowed herself to dismiss the remark out of hand.

“Who leads Behren, Yatol De Hamman?” she asked. “Is it Yatol Mado Wadon? Or has Abbot Olin of Honce-the-Bear stepped forward behind this screen of ‘enlightenment’?”

That, too, seemed to sting the man a bit, but then he shook it off visibly and regained his firm posture. “I would be dead now,” he replied. “Without the aid that Abbot Olin brought to Jacintha in her hour of need, I would lie dead amid the bodies of so many good Chezru.”

The simple statement did set Brynn back a bit.

“And dead to what heaven?” De Hamman went on. “The one promised by Chezru Douan? The same one that he was too afraid to face through all those centuries when he stole the souls of unborn children to perpetuate his own wretched existence?”

Brynn paused a long moment to digest that heavy remark, to consider the weight behind it. Yakim Douan’s deception had been so horrible that it had torn Behren apart and shattered the foundations of the Chezru religion. De Hamman was not unique among the Chezru clergy, obviously, and the weight of war and suffering could do much to convert those less learned in their ancient traditions. With that thought in mind, Brynn glanced back at the curtain behind which Mackaront and the others had disappeared, and noted that no more agonized screams were coming forth.

“Is this friendship?” the woman asked De Hamman. “Or conquest?”

The man’s response cut her to her heart, and warned her that great trouble might well be brewing in the kingdom to the east. “Does it matter?”


Chapter 26
 [image: ]

Information Gathering

“WE HAVE AT LAST A KING WHO UNDERSTANDS THAT THE SACRED GEMSTONES, AS the gifts of God, are the province of the priests who represent that God,” Marcalo De’Unnero told an attentive gathering of monks one morning in St. Precious. “With King Aydrian’s blessing, we might go about the task of returning the gemstones to the Abellican Church.”

That announcement was received with many assenting nods and even a few cheers—although the brothers in attendance of course knew that De’Unnero and the monks he had brought out of St. Honce in Ursal had set about doing that very thing all along the march up the Masur Delaval.

However, one older brother, a master of St. Precious who had been in Palmaris for many years, seemed not so enthusiastic, and his expression was not lost on those around him nor on De’Unnero as he surveyed his brethren army.

“Master DeNauer?” he prompted.

The older man—older than De’Unnero, and appearing much older than the unnaturally aging weretiger—looked up with sleepy gray eyes. “Have you not tried this once before, Master De’Unnero?” DeNauer asked. “Was this not the mission of Bishop De’Unnero when he represented Father Abbot Markwart in Palmaris?”

Marcalo De’Unnero stared at the man, trying to place him, trying to remember him. Had this one been among the treacherous brothers surrounding Braumin Herde back in those days? A follower of Jojonah and Avelyn, perhaps? De’Unnero’s scrutiny turned into a scowl and he felt the stirring of the beast within in simply thinking such things. He fought that feral urge away, temporarily at least, by reminding himself that he and Aydrian had screened the brothers of the conquered abbey cautiously, and that only those showing an open mind toward Aydrian and this new incarnation of the Abellican Church had been allowed to see the light of day since the conquest. And Aydrian’s tactics in his interrogations, De’Unnero knew, went far beyond the insights of human perception. Aydrian had used gemstones to scour the thoughts of the surrendering brothers, to learn which among them were too far engrossed with the lies of Braumin Herde to be of use to De’Unnero’s Church.

“And do you believe that Father Abbot Markwart was errant in everything he proposed?” De’Unnero asked, narrowing his dark eyes.

Master DeNauer rested back in his chair and didn’t blink as he took in that threatening stare.

“Because you see, brother,” De’Unnero went on when it was apparent that no answer would be forthcoming, “it is my understanding, and that of our new king, that the followers of Avelyn Desbris, in their elation over the end of the rosy plague and in their confidence since the fall of Father Abbot Markwart, have seized the opportunity to press too far in their understanding of the generosity of the Abellican Church. Perhaps we should open the coffers of every abbey, and hand out gemstones to every peasant who desires one. Perhaps we should even train such peasants to use the stones!” He moved about as he spoke, waving his arms with dramatic flourish. “Perhaps Brother Avelyn’s belief that we of the Church are no different than those peasants whom we serve is the correct approach!”

“I have never heard such a thing attributed to Saint Avelyn,” Master DeNauer dared to say, and the man’s reference to Avelyn as a saint stung De’Unnero profoundly.

“Saint Avelyn?” De’Unnero echoed with great skepticism.

“All that remains is the formal declaration from St.-Mere-Abelle,” Master DeNauer replied. “The canonization process has been successfully concluded, has it not?”

“No proclamation from St.-Mere-Abelle at this time holds any weight, dear brother,” De’Unnero was quick to correct. “Not until, or unless, that body recognizes Aydrian as king.”

“And by extension, Marcalo De’Unnero as Father Abbot?”

The question sent a surge of anger running through De’Unnero’s body, one that awakened primal urges within him at every point. He needed Aydrian then, he realized. Or Sadye! Someone to tame the weretiger that was fast rising within him. He fought to reason with himself; if the beast came forth at this time and tore the bothersome DeNauer apart, then how would he ever hope to retain any semblance of control over the rest of the clergy? His credibility would be gone in the flash of a deadly tiger’s paw!

He fought hard and fell into the discipline that Aydrian had shown him. He closed his eyes, found a point of meditation, and gradually resisted those urges. He tucked his right arm up under the wide sleeve of his robe, as well, and it was good that he had, for he knew that beneath the brown fabric was not the limb of a human, but the deadly tearing paw of a great cat.

But the mind controlling that paw, thanks to the teaching of Aydrian, was not the primal, instinctive brain of a great hunting cat.

De’Unnero opened his eyes and stared hard at the obstinate master. “When King Aydrian claimed Palmaris, an honest question of allegiance was asked of every brother,” he reminded.

“Aydrian is king,” DeNauer replied.

“And?”

“And the Abellican Church has veered from its course,” the master admitted. “Abbot Olin should have been elected Father Abbot those years ago when Master Fio Bou-raiy was given the mantle.”

“Even now, Abbot Olin shows us his worth as a great leader!” De’Unnero interrupted, seizing the moment. “He is expanding the Church beyond anything that has been done since the sixth century. His strides exceed everything that was attempted by all the Alpinadoran missionaries combined.” He moved about as he spoke, basking in the glow of admiring eyes. “But,” De’Unnero said, stopping suddenly and holding up his index finger to punctuate his words, “Abbot Olin’s duties will keep him away for many months, for many years, perhaps. In his absence, King Aydrian has other intentions for the Abellican Church within Honce-the-Bear, and we ignore the wishes of our wise young king at our peril.”

“Father Abbot De’Unnero!” one enthusiastic young brother cried out, and many others cheered their assent.

De’Unnero watched Master DeNauer as the applause grew, and noted that the man, though obviously less enthusiastic, was not openly disagreeing. Even his body posture hadn’t gone tight and defensive.

“Master DeNauer,” De’Unnero said when the cheering died away, “do you disagree with this premise?”

“If I did, then I would not be here at this time, brother,” the older monk replied, and De’Unnero did not miss the double entendre of his words.

“But I am no fanatic for Avelyn Desbris,” DeNauer went on, “though I believe him to have been a godly man, and perhaps worthy of sainthood. I question your decision concerning the magical gemstones not out of disrespect, but out of painful memories. How will Palmaris react this time when brothers arrive at the doors of merchants, demanding the precious stones? Stones purchased from the Abellican Church, no less, and for tidy sums?”

De’Unnero nodded as the man played out his reasoning. “We must first identify every stone,” he explained. “And then we will contact the owners of such stones privately. We will not take the stones, as Father Abbot Markwart once desired, but rather, we will procure them with generous payment. King Aydrian understands the potential for anger in this action, and so he has provided us with the wealth we require to buy back the sacred stones that the Church should never have sold in the first place.

“We enter a new chapter in the history of our faith, brothers,” De’Unnero went on, his voice excited and almost breathless. “No more will the Abellican Church operate outside the secular society of Honce-the-Bear. We now have a joining, of Church and State. King Aydrian is our ally.” He turned a sudden sharp look over at DeNauer, anticipating a retort. “And not as Jilseponie was supposedly our ally when she served as queen,” he said before the man could offer an argument. “For King Aydrian understands the truth of our faith. His teacher was not Avelyn Desbris—yes, a godly man in many respects, but an errant one in many others! No, King Aydrian understands the truth of Brother Avelyn, and of Father Abbot Markwart. He knows where each was correct, and where each ultimately failed. We have the wealth, brothers. We have the strength of the throne behind us. Let us go now and reshape the Abellican Church in our wisdom.”

That brought another cheer from the enthusiastic gathering, one that elicited a grin from Marcalo De’Unnero. He hated giving Brother Avelyn any credit, of course, but he understood the need to temper his orders with generosity. These younger brothers only knew Avelyn from the words of his admirers, men like Braumin Herde, and from those who had survived the rosy plague, they believed, because of Avelyn’s “miracle.” De’Unnero knew better than to openly compete with those beliefs. No, he would build upon them instead, nudging the brothers along the course he desired.

That same day, the brothers of St. Precious, armed with gemstones that could be used to detect magic and with lists compiled during the reigns of Bishop Francis and Bishop De’Unnero of merchants known to possess other enchanted stones, began their march across Palmaris. Watching them go out, Marcalo De’Unnero considered again the good fortune that had brought him to Aydrian. If this day’s meeting had happened a few years ago, Master DeNauer would now be dead, torn apart by the weretiger. And all would have been for naught, with the brothers of St. Precious turning away from De’Unnero in horror.

But now …

Now there was hope. Aydrian had taught De’Unnero the control he needed to complete his rise within the Church.

From his window in St. Precious, the fierce master looked out across the great and lazy river to the east, imagining again the solid walls of St.-Mere-Abelle, the oldest and grandest abbey in all the world. He would rule from within those walls, he knew.

Or, with Aydrian’s help, he would tear them down.

The watchman’s cry of “Dragon!” had Brynn looking out to the south that late afternoon, several days after returning from her visit to Avrou Eesa. Soon after her arrival back in Dharyan-Dharielle, the warrior leader had sent Agradeleous out with her commanders to rouse the To-gai-ru warriors from their villages. She was afraid of the current events in Behren; the uneasy feeling that had engulfed her in Avrou Eesa had not diminished. Honce-the-Bear was on the march here, obviously, and her friend Aydrian seemed to be quite an imperialistic leader.

Brynn knew that part of her uneasiness was in fact coming from her recollections of Aydrian from their time together with the Touel’alfar. She had liked the young ranger, her only human companion for several years, but she had seen a distinct danger within Aydrian even then. Never, by all accounts, had any ranger given Lady Dasslerond such trouble! And it came from an inner fire, Brynn knew, that had exceeded even her own pressing need to see To-gai free of Behrenese rule. There was something about Aydrian—something too ambitious and eager.

Out of caution, and because the folk of the steppes were entering their slow hunting season anyway, Brynn had mustered the warriors all along the plateau divide and brought many into Dharyan-Dharielle as well, tripling the guard and launching scouting expeditions east along the mountains, south along the plateau divide, and into the desert areas in between. And of course she had this other huge advantage: the dragon Agradeleous. With his keen eyes and great speed, Brynn could watch the movements of any army across the desert sands.

So far, at least, De Hamman had not advanced beyond Avrou Eesa in any significant manner.

As the great dragon soared in closer, Brynn recognized that it bore a rider this day, and her heart leaped at the thought. There weren’t many Agradeleous would allow such a perch, and given the dragon’s direction, coming from the southeast, Brynn had a good idea of who it might be.

The dragon glided in to his customary perch in Dharyan-Dharielle, the flat roof of the central guard tower, and Brynn was thrilled indeed to see her suspicions confirmed, to see that it was Pagonel returned to her atop the dragon. She moved quickly to join the mystic, and met him coming out of that guard tower a few moments later.

“My heart is glad of your return,” she said, and she wrapped Pagonel in a great and warm hug. The mystic had remained in Avrou Eesa after Brynn’s abrupt departure, wishing to study further this curious comradeship that had apparently developed between the Chezru and Abellican religions. Though she had wanted her chief advisor standing beside her as she prepared To-gai for a potential advance from the east, Brynn had readily agreed with Pagonel’s assessment that the situation needed further investigation.

“I had feared for you,” Brynn admitted. “The Jhesta Tu have never been welcomed by either the Chezru or the Abellicans.”

“But was I not the man who helped reveal the deception of Chezru Chieftain Douan?” Pagonel replied.

“Which made me fear that De Hamman and the others might bear some undercurrent of hatred for you. You unsettled their world, after all.”

“I was treated with respect, if distantly,” the mystic replied. “Though I suspect their politeness was born more out of my association with you than because of any of my actions in Jacintha against Chezru Douan.”

“Distantly?” Brynn echoed. “You were given little access?”

“Little more than anyone else in the conquered city. Yatol De Hamman’s official proclamations told me much, however. He cited the deception of Yakim Douan as the primary reason for the destructive and unnecessary rift between the two churches, Abellican and Chezru. It is obvious that the current leadership of Chezru has embraced the Abellicans as friends and allies on every level.”

Brynn winced at that news, and shook her head.

“Yatol De Hamman even went so far as to claim that the two churches actually follow the same god, though with a different name, and the same hopes of eternal life in their common kingdom of heaven above.”

“They have joined at the heart, and not just as allies,” Brynn reasoned.

“Though in truth, I suspect that all churches could be similarly described,” Pagonel went on.

Brynn smirked at the remark and looked at him slyly. “Even the Jhesta Tu?”

“Perhaps,” the mystic answered. “But our knowledge of that possibility, and admission of that possibility, makes us more tolerant of those who do not follow our specific guidelines.”

“Will the spread of St. Abelle prove an enlightenment for the folk of Behren?” Brynn asked. “Or a shadow that will cover the desert kingdom?”

“That is the question,” the mystic replied.

“I fear them. I fear Aydrian.”

“There is little doubt that the move southward by the soldiers and priests of Honce-the-Bear was swift and deliberate,” Pagonel agreed. “They came here with a purpose beyond bailing out the beleaguered remnants of the Chezru leadership in Jacintha.”

“A purpose that has spread across the sands to our very feet.”

“And what does that mean?”

The simple question had Brynn off balance. “I know not,” she admitted. “All preparations have been made against an attack, should one come, but I am not about to initiate a war on behalf of Behren against this insurgence of the northmen, especially when it seems that many in Behren accept and invite the Abellicans.”

“There is another troubling consideration,” Pagonel remarked. “Should a fight come back to To-gai, our enemies this time will be more potently armed—especially against our major asset.”

“The dragon fears gemstone magic,” Brynn agreed, and she looked up the tower as she spoke, to see Agradeleous’ great reptilian tail swaying over the edge above her.

She looked back at Pagonel to see him nodding his agreement, his expression seeming to show that he not only agreed that the dragon did fear the gemstone magic, but that he also agreed that the dragon should fear the gemstone magic.

Roger grimaced as the guard loosened the ropes about his wrists, but he never took his eye off the man who had summoned him.

He was in one of the private rooms of St. Precious Abbey. The place was somewhat dim, having only one small window, and that partially obscured by one of the many tapestries hanging from the walls. Roger knew this drawing room well, for he had spent many hours in it with Abbot Braumin and Master Viscenti during their tenure here in Palmaris. It had been one of his favorite rooms, tastefully decorated with interesting tapestries and a warm and inviting hearth fronted by a thick wool rug and three of the most comfortable chairs Roger had ever known.

Now, though, the place seemed cold and uninviting, though whether that was because of the present company or the lack of a fire in the hearth to counter the chill winter wind, Roger could not say.

“Begone,” De’Unnero ordered the guards, and they obeyed immediately, leaving Roger standing by the door and rubbing his sore wrists.

Of course, the battered man’s wrists were hardly the worst of his wounds. That first hit De’Unnero had inflicted on the day of Abbot Braumin’s escape had raked a line of gashes across Roger’s chest and belly, and without treatment, without even clean water to wash the mud from his wounds, the gashes had not properly healed.

“I am very tired of this, Master Lockless,” De’Unnero said, breaking the silence.

Roger lowered his eyes and happened to glance to the side, to the room’s small desk and the wine-screw that Abbot Braumin kept there for his meetings with Roger and Viscenti. Roger looked back at De’Unnero, to see him moving toward the window, staring out and paying Roger no apparent heed whatsoever.

A slight step had the battered prisoner closer to the wine-screw.

“How long shall we continue our fight?” De’Unnero asked, looking over at Roger, who stiffened immediately. “How many decades?”

“I had thought our battle ended years ago,” Roger answered. “When Markwart was thrown down.”

De’Unnero gave a little laugh and looked back out the window.

“And then again when you led the Brothers Repentant to this city, disgracing yourself and damning yourself beyond salvation,” Roger pressed on, and he moved to the side another step and slipped the wine-screw into his cupped hand. “You remember, don’t you? When Jilseponie chased you out of Palmaris in disgrace?”

De’Unnero slowly turned to face him, all hint of mirth gone from his stern face.

“We thought you dead, De’Unnero,” Roger said defiantly. “We hoped you were dead. All the misery you’ve brought …”

“Misery?” De’Unnero asked. “You and your pitiful friends have presided over the fall of the greatest institution in the history of mankind. And to this day, you do not even understand the damage that you have done, do you? You do not even understand that you have stolen from the people of Honce-the-Bear all sense of spirituality and ultimate justice.”

“You babble!”

“I speak the truth!” De’Unnero insisted. “You and your wretched friends, beginning with that fool Avelyn Desbris, have brought the descent of the Abellican Church from on high. Once we were seen by them”—he waved his hand out toward the window and the streets of Palmaris beyond—“as emissaries of God. The Father Abbot was more powerful than the king himself in holding the souls of the people. You took all that, for selfish reasons. First Avelyn, to cover his own crime of murder, then his lackeys. Jojonah. Elbryan. Jilseponie. And to a lesser extent, those fools who fell under the spell of those lackeys.”

“I have little desire to argue the facts of the DemonWar with you, De’Unnero. Nor the ending of the rosy plague—I’m sure that you remember that small event, yes? If the faith of the people of Honce-the-Bear was shaken by the fall of Markwart—and well it should have been—then it was restored and heightened tenfold by those who made the pilgrimage to Mount Aida, where this man you name as a fool saved their mortal bodies!”

He thought his words would enrage De’Unnero, and expected the man to spring at him. In his shielded hand, he held the wine-screw ready, hoping for the chance to plunge it into Marcalo De’Unnero’s chest.

“As you will, incorrigible fool,” De’Unnero replied with a snort. “They are all dead now, you know? Avelyn. Jojonah—oh yes, I had the distinct pleasure of heaping the logs onto the pyre that burned that heretic. And Elbryan, by my own hand.” He turned a wicked glare over Roger. “And Braumin Herde, you know, and by my own hand.”

“You lie.” Roger’s voice lacked both strength and conviction.

“The river has taken him out into the gulf by now, of course,” De’Unnero went on, seeming quite pleased with himself. “The fish have no doubt nibbled the flesh from his bones.”

“You lie!” The denial came forth more strongly this time and Roger felt the rage welling up inside of him. He fought it back, understanding that De’Unnero was goading him here, much as he had just tried to goad the volatile monk. He saw that so clearly stamped upon the monk’s face now, in the form of a superior smile.

“They are all dead,” De’Unnero went on. “Remember Brother Castinagis? The poor lad died in a fire, yes? Up in Caer Tinella. I was up there at the time, taking young Aydrian to claim the sword and bow that are rightfully his. Oh yes, I saw that fire.”

Roger felt his breath rush away and his knees nearly buckled beneath him. He stubbornly held his balance, though, not wanting to give De’Unnero the satisfaction.

“Only three remain,” De’Unnero mused aloud. “And you are here, alive at my whim. The annoying little Viscenti has fled to St.-Mere-Abelle, of course, and so he will meet his deserved end soon enough. In truth, I care as little for him as I do for you. I could let him walk away without concern, as I could let you walk out of here a free man.”

Roger spat.

“Because, of the three who remain, I care only for one, Roger Lockless. And you know where she is.”

“You’re a fool.”

“You left with her and with your wife, fleeing like bilge rats before King Aydrian swept into Palmaris,” De’Unnero remarked. “Do you think that all within the city are so loyal to you and to the witch Jilseponie that they would not tell me such things? Do you think that all of the brothers here at St. Precious, even, are so blinded by the lies of Braumin Herde that they would approve of the ridiculous changes that have swept through the Abellican Church?”

“Go ask your demon dactyl master for the information you so desperately desire!” Roger shouted at the man, and De’Unnero took a long stride toward him.

“Where is she?” the monk asked with deadly calm.

“I know not!”

“You do!” De’Unnero shouted, and he came forward—and Roger thrust out his hand, stabbing the wine-screw for Marcalo De’Unnero’s heart.

The anticipation of feeling that instrument slide into the chest of his most-hated enemy turned suddenly into an explosion of fiery pain, as De’Unnero, with reflexes honed as finely as any man’s alive, caught that stabbing arm at the wrist and jerked it out and over, turning Roger’s elbow in and forcing the man to drop to one knee.

“Where is she?” De’Unnero demanded again, and he snapped his powerful arm out and down some more.

Roger heard the pop of his elbow a moment before the wave of agony crashed over him. He would have fallen to the floor, but De’Unnero grabbed him by the hair and jerked him upright. The poor man tried to grab at his broken elbow, but De’Unnero hit him a backhand across the face that sent him flying backward, crashing over the side of the small desk and crumpling against the base of the wall.

As his vision refocused, he saw De’Unnero towering over him. He tried to kick out, but the monk stamped upon his ankle and pinned it brutally to the floor.

“You went north with your wife,” De’Unnero remarked. “Beyond Caer Tinella, so obviously to Dundalis. When I find your precious wife, perhaps I can persuade her to tell me of Jilseponie’s whereabouts.”

The mention of Dainsey brought a surge of power to Roger and he kicked out with his free foot, aiming for the knee of the leg pinning him.

But De’Unnero jumped straight up, then came down lightly on one leg behind the blow, and before Roger could retract his leg for another strike, the monk’s other foot smashed into his face.

All the room was spinning.

“Make it easy on yourself and your wife, Roger Lockless,” he heard De’Unnero saying, though it seemed as if the monk’s voice was coming from far, far away. Roger felt himself being lifted into the air and set back on his feet. He forced his eyes to open and to focus.

Just in time to see De’Unnero’s fist sweeping in at his jaw.

He felt the blow, and felt the wall crunch against the back of his head.

De’Unnero kept screaming at him, and kept hitting him.

Roger awoke sometime later, in the dirt of his cell that was turning to mud from Roger’s own spilling blood. Aware of a presence behind him, the man turned his head about.

De’Unnero stood at his dungeon door, blocking the flickering firelight behind him, seeming even larger and more ominous in silhouette.

“We will speak again when you are well enough to feel the pain,” the monk promised. “And well enough to understand the pain that will befall your dear Dainsey should you refuse.” With that, the monk walked away.

Roger settled back into the mud. Hours had passed since the beating, he knew, and yet De’Unnero had stood there, waiting for him through all that time, just to make that one comment.

Even through the haze and pain of the beating, it was that last image of determined De’Unnero’s imposing silhouette that stayed with Roger, that brought to him a sense of hopelessness beyond anything he had ever known.


Chapter 27
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When Aydrian Came Home

THE WEATHER HAD COOPERATED WONDERFULLY, AND WITH HIS MAGICAL GEMSTONES, Aydrian could light a fire on the wettest wood with ease. Those gemstones had made the trails so much easier, as well, for whenever they came upon a difficult obstacle along the road, Aydrian simply took out his malachite and used its levitational powers to take even the largest wagons across.

Thus the army out of Palmaris had made great progress out into the Wilderlands, crossing the frozen Moorlands without incident and moving up into the mountains. They all suspected that they were getting close to this strange enemy, the Touel’alfar—a fact confirmed that very night when whispering comments filtered throughout the encampment, melodic voices bidding them to “turn back,” warning them to “go away, go home.”

More than a few of the Kingsmen were unnerved by the ghostly whispers, but Aydrian wandered throughout the camp, full of enthusiasm, telling his men that the mere presence of the elven voices confirmed that they were drawing near to their goal.

“They try to scare us away,” he explained, “because they know that they cannot beat us in the field. When we find Andur’Blough Inninness, as we soon will, the Touel’alfar will have to flee or die!”

Bolstered by his words and supreme confidence, the soldiers began shouting back threats and shaking their fists at those wind-carried whispers.

Convinced that the men were back in line, Aydrian went to his own tent, securing a pair of guards at the entrance and three others strategically placed around the sides. Inside, the young king lit no candle, but rather, sat in the darkness, clutching his soul stone. The elves were near!

His spirit walked out of his body a moment later, drifting through the encampment and tuning in to the whispers on the wind. Soon after, he found a group of Touel’alfar in a copse of trees in a shallow dell a few hundred yards to the north. They were in the branches, mostly, some alone, others sitting in pairs, and all of them whispering.

Aydrian knew their tricks; the elves could magically throw their voices, could weave a net of sound or the absence of sound by the very timbre of their song.

He could be out here with a fraction of his army and send them all running, he knew, and he intended to do just that. But then, as his spirit was moving to depart, Aydrian noticed a familiar face among the elves, the only one who had truly befriended him those years ago when he was a ranger-in-training.

Belli’mar Juraviel.

The last time he had seen Juraviel, the elf was setting out on the road to the south with Brynn Dharielle. Apparently, after helping Brynn gain her throne in To-gai, Juraviel had returned.

Aydrian was sorry of that. Of all the Touel’alfar, he felt friendship with only this one, and he didn’t want to be forced into destroying Juraviel with the rest of them.

But so be it.

His spirit soared back to his encampment and his waiting corporeal body, then a moment later, he burst outside. “I need our hundred best soldiers ready to march with me immediately,” he told the guards at his tent flap. “Be quick to your Allheart leaders and see to it!”

The two men rushed off.

Aydrian looked to the dark north, a smile growing on his handsome and strong face. “First contact,” he whispered. “First victory.”

“They are well-schooled and disciplined,” Juraviel said to Cazzira as they sat together on the low boughs of a tree. “I would have expected no less of a force led by Aydrian.”

“Why is he coming?” Cazzira asked, and it was not the first time. “If these humans are as deserving as you have told my people from the beginning, then why has young Aydrian betrayed the trust of the Tylwyn Tou?”

Belli’mar Juraviel looked away, his expression grim. Dasslerond had told him of her last encounter with the young ranger, of Aydrian’s magical assault that had nearly left her dead. She had known that he would return—which was why she had honestly bid Jilseponie to help her to fight the young king—and so this marching force had not been wholly unexpected.

Juraviel had led a sizable force of Touel’alfar out of Andur’Blough Inninness then, moving to shadow the approaching army, using the elven song to try to dissuade some soldiers.

It wasn’t working.

“Blynnie Sennanil has them in sight,” came the call of another elf from the base of the tree, and the pair looked down. “At your word, she and her archers will begin punctuating our warning with arrows.”

For Juraviel, this order was about as difficult as any he had ever issued. On this point, though, Lady Dasslerond had been uncompromising; if the humans couldn’t be persuaded to leave by magically enhanced whispers on the night breeze, then Juraviel was to strike terror into their ranks, stinging them in the dark, killing them as they slept.

He hesitated only long enough to remind himself of Dasslerond’s expression when she had sent him out, one that left no doubts in his mind, as there were obviously none in hers, that Aydrian would indeed find his way to Andur’Blough Inninness, and that Aydrian meant to destroy it.

“At her discretion,” Juraviel replied, and the elf below disappeared into the shadows.

“Perhaps someday you will find it in your heart to answer me,” Cazzira remarked when Juraviel turned back to her.

Her tone and look stung Juraviel’s heart. “Perhaps someday I will better understand why young Aydrian is so removed from the hearts of his father and his mother,” he answered, putting a gentle hand on Cazzira’s delicate fingers. “Nightbird was as great a human as I have ever known, and Jilseponie proved to be a worthy companion for him.”

“You have never spoken of either with anything less than sincere admiration,” Cazzira agreed. “But what of Aydrian? How is it that he, raised in the shadows of your valley, has turned so wrong?”

“It may be precisely that,” Juraviel replied. “I do not believe that we were wise in bringing the baby Aydrian into our care that dark night on the field outside of the human city of Palmaris. Does a child not belong with its mother?”

“All ill has come from it,” Cazzira agreed. “Jilseponie hates you, and Aydrian hates you. Powerful enemies.”

“Jilseponie is wounded and disappointed, but she is no enemy,” Juraviel insisted.

“And Aydrian?”

“He is angry, and he is misguided—more so than I ever would have believed possible.”

“They will not leave,” Cazzira observed. “We will be forced to fight them.”

That did not seem like a welcome option to Belli’mar Juraviel.

Cazzira shuddered then, suddenly, her dark eyes going wide as she glanced all about.

“What is it?” Juraviel asked, coming on his guard.

“A coldness,” the Doc’alfar female replied. “I do not know. Something passed us, much like the sensation of the spirit departing the human bodies when we offer them to the bog.”

Juraviel, too, glanced all around nervously, trusting Cazzira’s senses, though he knew not what she meant. A moment later, they locked stares.

“I know not,” Cazzira said again.

They marched in hard toward the copse, with Aydrian out front and leading the way, and with Sadye right beside him, playing a rousing song on her lute, the music lifting the spirits of the men all about their king.

“Touel’alfar!” Aydrian cried. “I will see your Lady Dasslerond!”

When no answer came forth, the young king lifted his hand toward the left side of the small and fairly contained grouping of trees and sent forth a burst of brilliant, stinging lightning. He shifted right immediately and fired again, singeing the trees and lighting several boughs.

He brought his free hand up behind him and waved left and right, and his disciplined force broke both ways, rushing to encircle the trees around both sides.

Aydrian strode forward powerfully. “Now, I demand!” he shouted. “Or I shall tear your precious valley down around you!”

A score of small arrows whistled out of the trees, every one slashing unerringly toward the young King. Aydrian didn’t flinch, other than to grab Sadye and pull her defensively behind him. He knew the designs of the Touel’alfar and understood that all of those arrows would be tipped with silverel. He reached into the magical gemstones set in the chest plate of his magnificent armor and brought forth a wave of magnetic energy that turned the bolts as surely as any shield.

And then he reached out again with his graphite and loosed a series of devastating lightning strokes that cut searing lines through the trees. And then he shouted out for a charge, and his soldiers rushed the copse, waving swords and spears.

Arrows reached out at the charging soldiers, and several fell clutching devastating wounds.

In front of the trees, Aydrian watched closely, marking the source of an arrow and responding with a lightning blast that threw the poor elf out the other side, dropping her charred form to the ground.

“By god,” Sadye whispered, her mouth agape. “Aydrian … this is …”

He wasn’t even listening. He charged straight in behind that last blast of sizzling energy, bringing forth his magnetic lodestone shield and a second, bluish white glowing energy about his body.

He heard a cry, and recognized Juraviel’s voice, the elf telling his kin to run away.

Under the trees went Aydrian, reaching into a third stone, the ruby set on the pommel of Tempest, his wondrous sword. The fireball engulfed the central area of the copse and had most of the elves running, and had a few others tumbling from the boughs, their bodies aflame.

Aydrian scrambled out to the right, to see an elf faced off against one of his soldiers. The poor lumbering Kingsman strode forward and took a roundhouse swing that never came close to hitting. The elf skittered back out of reach, then came forward with sudden and devastating efficiency, driving his slender sword in through a seam in the man’s armor.

As the man fell away, clutching a brutal wound, a smiling Aydrian took his place.

“And so we meet, traitor,” said the elf, whom Aydrian recognized as Tes’ten Duvii. “For years, I have desired my chance at laying low the errant son of Elbryan the Nightbird!” With that, the elf came forward, but in a measured way, the thrust of his sword more to measure Aydrian’s response than any honest attempt to hit.

Aydrian didn’t have time to play. He leveled Tempest at his enemy and sent a surge of energy through the graphite he had set in the pommel, and a bolt of lightning struck Tes’ten full force, lifting him from the ground and hurtling him backward to smash into a tree. Aydrian’s lightning held the poor elf there for a long moment and charred the tree behind him.

“And so you had your chance,” the young king taunted, though the elf was far beyond hearing him or hearing anything ever again. “Do you feel fulfilled?”

With a grin that was, in truth, more a grimace, Aydrian turned aside. “Juraviel!” he cried. “I know you are about! Come and face me here and now!”

But Juraviel did not come out, as far as Aydrian could see, and as abruptly as it had begun, the fighting was over.

“They’re running off to the west!” one Kingsman cried.

“Do we pursue, my lord?” another man closer to Aydrian asked him.

Aydrian smiled and shook his head. “Let them run—all the way back to Andur’Blough Inninness. They have nowhere to truly hide.”

Soon after, Aydrian’s expeditionary force returned to the main group, bearing six dead and nearly a score of wounded, several seriously, and leaving behind the seven Touel’alfar who had fallen, all but one killed by Aydrian’s magical blasts.

When they returned, Aydrian soon learned that his encampment had not been quiet in his absence, for groups of elves had begun striking at the soldiers helter-skelter almost as soon as he had departed. The men were doing well in responding, offering batteries of archers to launch devastating volleys in the general direction whenever a tiny arrow came in from the darkness, but as yet, they had located no enemy bodies.

“Kill them as they come into view,” Aydrian said to his commanders. With Sadye beside him, the woman still obviously shaken from the fight at the copse, he went into his tent.

“They think that they can stand before me,” Aydrian said. “They still do not understand the truth of Aydrian Boudabras!”

“How profoundly you hate them,” Sadye remarked. “Back there, at the copse of trees …”

“I repaid the slavers,” Aydrian interrupted, and he motioned for Sadye to sit beside him. Then he lifted the soul stone for her to see, offered a wink, and closed his eyes, falling into the hematite, spirit-walking once more.

Drifting into the trees, he soon enough found a pair of elven archers.

Aydrian didn’t hesitate, sliding into the body of one of the elves, catching her off her guard and pushing her spirit from her body. He knew that he couldn’t likely hold out for long—the Touel’alfar were strong of will, much more so than any human!—but he didn’t need long. In control of the body for only that brief moment, Aydrian darted from the trees, waving his elven arms and crying out.

His spirit was pushed from that diminutive form, willingly so, in time for the returning elf to see the host of deadly arrows speeding her way. Any one of the ten that hit her would have slain her.

Back in the trees, the other elf was crying out for his foolhardy companion when Aydrian assaulted him as well.

But this one, more prepared perhaps because of witnessing the fall of his companion, fought back more forcefully, crying out “demon!” over and over again to warn his friends. He even managed to shout out, “Possession!”

The human archers homed in on those cries, though, and sent their arrows soaring into the trees. Ninety-nine of the hundred that came in missed the unseen mark.

But it only took one.

Weary from his great exertion, Aydrian nonetheless tried to continue, his spirit sweeping along the perimeter of his encampment.

But the Touel’alfar were never slow to react, and the young king found no others in the area.

Back in his corporeal form, Aydrian instructed his soldiers where to run out.

They returned shortly thereafter, bearing a grievously wounded elf, lying near death with an arrow through his side.

Aydrian found enough strength to use his hematite again to prevent the elf from dying.

“Keep him bound and under heavy watch,” the weary king told his men. “This one will lead us true to Andur’Blough Inninness at first light!”

Belli’mar Juraviel and Lady Dasslerond stood on a high ridge along the mountains outside the mist-covered vale that housed Andur’Blough Inninness. The midday air was crisp and cold, a brilliant sun shining overhead. It all seemed so calm and peaceful, a moment frozen in time.

But both elves knew otherwise. Both knew that Aydrian and his army were fast approaching.

“He moves unerringly toward us,” Dasslerond remarked.

Looking at her, her eyes closed in concentration, her green gemstone cupped in one hand, Juraviel knew that she spoke correctly. He knew it anyway, for the scouts had been coming in all morning, and every subsequent report showed that the distance between Aydrian’s marching army and Andur’Blough Inninness was fast closing.

“I have ordered the skirmishers away from the humans,” Juraviel informed his Lady.

Dasslerond looked at him out of the corner of her dazzling golden eyes. “The first line of defense of the Touel’alfar has always been to strike at any approaching enemy from the shadows,” she remarked. “To wound our enemies in body and in heart in the hopes that they will turn from their folly.”

“We cannot strike at Aydrian’s flanks,” Juraviel explained, though he knew that Dasslerond needed no explanation. “We have struck at him almost continually since the open fight at the trees. He finds our skirmishers and reveals them to his soldiers, or he attacks them with his own magics. A score of our people are missing, my Lady, and I fear that most are dead or captured.”

Dasslerond closed her eyes at those burning words. The Touel’alfar were not a numerous folk in the human-dominated world, and twenty was no small number to their ranks.

“You would have us enter our valley and hide it within the mists of the emerald,” Lady Dasslerond reasoned.

“At once, my Lady.”

“Aydrian has a prisoner,” Dasslerond informed him. “The emerald of our people has shown this to me. He scours her thoughts with his soul stone and she leads him, despite herself, to us.”

“You can hide Andur’Blough Inninness even from her, then,” Juraviel reasoned. “We must abandon her.”

Again came that cold stare out of the corner of Lady Dasslerond’s eye. For a moment, she seemed as tall and terrible as Juraviel had ever seen her, but that instant passed, leaving Dasslerond appearing diminished and shaking Juraviel’s faith in her before she ever admitted, “I cannot.”

Juraviel’s hopeful look turned to one of confusion.

“Our captive kin would demand no less of you!” Juraviel argued.

“I can leave her to her fate, though it troubles me,” Lady Dasslerond clarified. “But even so, I cannot hide our valley from Aydrian.”

Few words could have hit Juraviel as hard.

“Aydrian follows me into the magical realm,” Lady Dasslerond explained. “His power is greater than mine. He unwinds all that I weave.”

“Then we are lost,” Juraviel remarked. “Or Andur’Blough Inninness is lost. We cannot hope to fight him.”

“Hold out your hand,” Lady Dasslerond instructed him, and after a confused moment, the male complied.

Lady Dasslerond’s right hand went to her hip, drew forth her small dagger, then reached out and cut Juraviel across the palm. He flinched, but did not pull back from her.

The Lady of Caer’alfar reached out her left hand, opening it palm up and rolling the precious emerald to her fingers. Without flinching, without the slightest quiver, she reached over and cut her own palm, then rolled the emerald back into the palm, over her wound, and turned her hand over and placed it atop Juraviel’s.

“Pestiil pe’infor testu,” the Lady intoned.

Juraviel’s eyes widened at the sound of the words, which meant, “So I give my knowledge.” This was the beginning of the transfer of Touel’alfar power, a chant which, once begun, could not be halted.

Lady Dasslerond chanted on. Her words wound and disappeared to Juraviel’s sensibilities, replaced by a sudden rush of insight as the secrets of the emerald began to unravel in his thoughts.

Juraviel closed his eyes and fell within himself. Time itself seemed to stop, or to flow at a different rate. His mind pictured places that he knew from his travels. He saw Mount Aida and Avelyn’s arm—not a memory, but a present-time image of the place! He saw Dundalis and Tymwyvenne, home of Cazzira’s people, far to the south. And he knew that he could go to these places through the power of the emerald. He could warp time and space itself within its tremendous powers.

All sensation suddenly stopped, leaving Juraviel in blackness. It took him a long while to open his eyes, and when he did, he realized that he and Dasslerond were no longer alone on that high ridge.

And he felt tired, so tired.

“Lady, what will you do?” he managed to whisper, when Dasslerond retracted her hand, leaving the emerald upon his. Truly Juraviel was glad when Cazzira moved next to him and put her arm about his waist, giving him needed support.

An honest smile warmed over Lady Dasslerond’s face, and she seemed to Juraviel somehow changed, somehow freed of her burdens.

“Aydrian has come for a fight,” she said, her voice serene, more so than Juraviel had ever heard. “I will show him the ultimate escape. Take all of our people out of Andur’Blough Inninness, Belli’mar Juraviel. Take them and your dear wife and our visiting Doc’alfar king and be long gone from this place. You have the gemstone now. You know how.”

“Lady, you cannot!”

“Do not question me, Belli’mar Juraviel. I knew the dangers of Aydrian, and it was my own folly that brought those dangers down upon us. Now I must pay for my errors. Be quick, I insist, while the resonating powers of the emerald remain with my body and soul.”

Juraviel reached up to wipe away the tears that were suddenly streaming down his face. “My Lady,” he whispered.

Smiling with absolute contentment, Lady Dasslerond turned to Cazzira. “My life has been long and fulfilling. My regret, though, is that I cannot witness the true reunion of our peoples. Brave Cazzira, bear well the children of Belli’mar Juraviel, who will this day rule the Touel’alfar. And bid your King Eltiraaz to show mercy to his cousins, who need his benevolence this dark day.”

“Of course, my Lady Dasslerond,” Cazzira replied.

Lady Dasslerond lifted her bloody hand above her head and clenched her fist. She looked at Juraviel and Cazzira one last time out of the corner of her golden eyes.

Then she threw her head back, and she was gone.

Cazzira turned her questioning stare over Juraviel, who stood staring at the pulsing emerald, feeling its transmission of power to the Lady who had been one with it for many centuries. How keenly that energy flowed now! Juraviel could feel every pulse in his own cut palm, as if his life energy and Dasslerond’s were joined in the hub that was the pulsating emerald.

Juraviel took a deep breath, steadying himself and steeling himself against the wave of regret and sadness. “We must be gone from this place, all of us, and quickly.”

“What of Andur’Blough Inninness?”

Juraviel looked up at the mountains and slowly shook his head.

A great commotion erupted at the front of the marching army when the Lady of Caer’alfar appeared suddenly before them, literally out of thin air. Some men fell back, others charged.

But Dasslerond raised her bloody hand and reached back across the miles to the powers of the emerald. The ground heaved before her and rolled out like a wave, scattering the charging fools and throwing many of the others back against the trailing ranks of humans.

Some warriors lifted bows and let fly, but their feeble arrows never got anywhere near the gemstone-protected Lady.

But then one man strode forward, a wry smile on his face, and Dasslerond didn’t even bother to try to throw her gemstone magic at him.

“Too long have I waited for this moment, Dasslerond,” Aydrian casually remarked. “It was your grave error in training me. You made me too strong.”

“My greatest error was in not allowing you to die on the field outside of Palmaris,” Lady Dasslerond replied. “For I erred in my estimation of your parentage. I thought Elbryan to be your father, but in truth it was Bestesbulzibar!”

Aydrian laughed at her. “Because I reject you and your wretched kin? Because I have become too great to be controlled by the Touel’alfar? You fear me and taunt me because you know that you cannot defeat me!”

“I already have,” Dasslerond calmly replied, and she lifted her hand and whipped it about, chanting as she moved and filling the air about her with the crimson mist of her flowing lifeblood.

Aydrian responded with a snarl and a burst of his own magic, lifting Tempest and surging his power through it, shooting a tremendous bolt of lightning at the slender figure of the elven Lady.

But that lightning dispersed about the wall of crimson mist, leaving Dasslerond untouched. Slowly she began to turn, keeping her hand up above her.

“So flows my blood, so flows my soul,” she intoned. “So swirls my blood, so swirls my home.”

“What foolishness?” Aydrian started to ask.

“In crimson mist and spirit wound, within my heart is valley bound.”

Aydrian began to catch on, his eyes widening, his lips turning into a snarl. “No!” he cried, and he fired another lightning bolt, the greatest blast of all, and ordered his men to charge at the elf.

But Dasslerond continued to spin unabated before him, her upraised hand winding her in a globe of unbroken reddish hue.

Aydrian’s soldiers charged, crying out for their king, but those in the front, whose weapons first touched Dasslerond’s mist, were stopped cold, their weapons and then their bodies erupting in biting red flames. They fell away, screaming, and those behind skidded to a stop.

A snarling and growling Aydrian pushed through them to face his nemesis. “What witchery is this, Dasslerond?” he demanded.

“And none shall find this secret place,” she went on, stopping her spin to face Aydrian directly. “Not a path and not a trace. And not a bird’s call from within, and not the wind’s unending hymn. Not friend nor foe shall know my home, unless the blood of my enemy mixes with my own.”

She finished then, and seemed quite pleased with herself as she stood staring at the befuddled Aydrian.

“I am defeated, Aydrian,” she admitted, and her voice seemed very thin at that moment, and her body itself seemed to be shrinking, as the red globe about her grew richer and larger. “But Andur’Blough Inninness is denied to you.”

“I will find it!” Aydrian growled.

Dasslerond merely smiled, and then she melted away, leaving the glowing and pulsating crimson mist. Immediately it began to swirl, bringing forth a wind that had all of the humans except for Aydrian backing away in fear. Faster and faster Dasslerond’s tornado spun, and then it swept up and away and flew off to the west.

“No,” Aydrian growled and he freed his spirt from his corporeal body with a mere thought to the soul stone set in the chest plate of his armor.

He caught up to that mist and followed it, even rushing ahead as it neared Andur’Blough Inninness. For a brief moment, Aydrian’s spirit was once again within the magical borders of the elven valley, the place where he had been raised from infancy.

But then he had to flee—and he was nearly trapped within and destroyed!—as Dasslerond’s bloody mist came upon the valley, widening to encompass it all.

From a short distance away, Aydrian’s spirit watched as all the valley of Andur’Blough Inninness fell within the swirl of that tornado, the enchanted fog that perpetually covered the place mingling with the crimson cloud, the very trees and ground warping within the swirl.

And then it was gone, as Dasslerond had gone, and Aydrian’s spirit was thrown back into his body.

The weight of that return nearly knocked the young king from his feet, and would have had not Sadye moved to his side to support him. As he absorbed more completely the truth of what had transpired before him, the truth of Dasslerond’s enchantment, he nearly fell over again.

“Damn you!” the frustrated Aydrian cried into the now-empty wind. “Damn you, Dasslerond!”

She was gone to the world now, having given herself to her enchantment. But his victory was a hollow one, Aydrian knew, for in going, she had taken from him any hope of conquering Andur’Blough Inninness.

And that place, he knew, meant more to Lady Dasslerond than her own life ever could.
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The Bearmen have wasted no time in filling the void left by the revelations and downfall of Chezru Chieftain Yakim Douan. With Behren in turmoil, Abbot Olin has led the charge from Honce-the-Bear, and has done so accompanied by thousands of soldiers serving the new King Aydrian. A sizable portion of the northern kingdom’s great fleet has joined in, as well.

I gather information of that northern kingdom as I find it, and with great interest, because this new king, this young Aydrian trained by the Touel’alfar, frightens me. He has seized control of the most powerful kingdom in all the world, somehow, and quickly and securely enough for him to look already outside his own borders to expand his domain. If he gains Behren, as it seems he surely will and possibly already has, then no force will be able to resist him.

I spoke with several Abellican monks in the city of Avrou Eesa and came to learn that their Church is in turmoil, with the reigning hierarchy holed up at the great abbey of St.-Mere-Abelle, not only opposing the legitimacy of Aydrian, but also the new order envisioned by Abbot Olin. And yet, despite this ongoing struggle within their own borders, this young king and the abbot of Entel have seen fit to insinuate themselves in the turmoil of Behren. Aydrian strikes with the design of an imperialist, and that, I fear, will mean danger for all the world.

Aydrian’s confidence is stunning, especially from one so young—for he is several years younger than Brynn, even, and she is far below the age one would expect of someone sitting on the throne of a great nation. I see, therefore, in Aydrian, the first mark of a great man, for a great man is one who truly has come to understand that no one is better than he.

That confidence inspires ambition unbridled, and only with such a tool could someone truly rise to such heights. But only after those heights are attained can a true measure of the man be taken. For then the leader faces a challenge of empathy. With great success oft comes a sense of entitlement to that success. The wealthy merchant, the landowner, the feudal lord, the king, the abbot all risk the danger of dismissing good fortune as part of their rise, instead coming to view their fortune and power as something that separates them from the common folk. Even those whose position was gained through heredity instead of effort share this dilemma, oftentimes, illogically, more so.

Was heredity a factor in bringing young Aydrian to the throne?

Whether that is true or not, whether it was effort or heredity or a combination of the two, Aydrian’s temperament might well prove to be the determining factor in the lives of hundreds of thousands of people over the next few years. If he has internally elevated himself above the rabble, as his imperialistic exhibitions seem to indicate, then the world will know war on a grand scale, and for no better reason than to satisfy the ambitions of a few men.

Brynn ascended to power through effort and determination and no small amount of luck. Had she not encountered Agradeleous on her journey through the Path of Starless Night, she would have lacked the tools truly to overcome the Behrenese. But with her rise to power, Brynn Dharielle never forgot the second truth of a great human. She has cried for every life destroyed in the To-gai uprising, To-gai-ru and Behrenese alike. She understands and appreciates the sacrifice and bravery of her own soldiers, the sacrifice of those To-gai-ru they left behind to tend the villages, and the pain brought to innocent Behrenese as well. Even the Behrenese soldiers, Brynn understands, are men swept up in a situation beyond their control.

Brynn cannot dismiss any of them, which is why she understands her position to be more of a burden than a pleasure, more of a necessary responsibility to her community than an avenue of self-gain. Her overriding desire is for peace and prosperity, for her own people and for her neighbors. She would be grateful if her rule over To-gai became an uneventful one, measured in the calmness of passing years rather than in the false glory of murderous conquest. If every kingdom in all the world were ruled by people of mind akin to Brynn Dharielle, then the brotherhood of man would know its greatest age.

And so I must come to understand this Aydrian and the motivations behind his insinuation in the southland. I must come to understand the motivations of those who have guided him on his ascent and who now serve as his advisors. Are they all akin to Abbot Olin, who so obviously has craved Behren and now seizes upon the southern kingdom’s weakness to his own gain?

This danger cannot be underestimated, for young Aydrian is so obviously possessed of the first knowledge of what it is to be a great man. That knowledge, if not in league with the second tenet, is a truly dangerous thing.

A great man knows that no one is better than he.

But a truly great man appreciates, too, that he is no better than anyone else.

—PAGONEL


Chapter 28
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When Aydrian Comes Knocking

“THEY ARE EFFICIENT, IF NOTHING ELSE,” BRYNN SAID SARCASTICALLY. SHE STOOD next to Pagonel on the battlement of Dharyan-Dharielle, looking out over the southern sands where the great army of Jacintha had assembled under the dual banners of Chezru and, amazingly, the Abellican Church.

“Yatol De Hamman must have come straight from Avrou Eesa,” Pagonel agreed. “I would have expected him to turn his attention to the south to solidify all of Behren under Yatol Wadon first.” Still, the mystic gave a sigh of relief that they had not been caught unawares. In addition to the forces Brynn had ordered mustered at the plateau divide, the woman had sent out some of her own garrison commanders and the dragon Agradeleous to organize the line.

“You believe that he erred?” Brynn’s hopeful look, the woman grasping at a possible weakness, reminded Pagonel of just how young and inexperienced she was.

“That, or we have underestimated the power of Jacintha with the addition of Abbot Olin’s forces,” the mystic answered, and he made it clear with his tone that he thought the latter the more likely scenario. “Few of Behren’s western cities gave allegiance to Yatol Bardoh, and so with Avrou Eesa gone over to Jacintha, Yatol De Hamman might well believe—and might well be correct in believing—that Behren is once again under the great tent of Jacintha. Still, even if that is true, I would have expected Yatol De Hamman to move more cautiously before marching with such numbers to Dharyan-Dharielle.”

“Abbot Olin wants all of traditional Behren back, it would seem,” said Brynn, and Pagonel saw the hints of fires light behind her rich brown eyes, those same old simmering fires that had propelled the woman to victory over the Behrenese.

“It is not Abbot Olin who truly concerns me,” the mystic said. “But rather, your friend who is now king.”

“We do not know where Aydrian truly stands with all of this,” came a defensive reply. “He may not even know of Olin’s moves upon Jacintha.”

“Abbot Olin came in with ten thousand Honce-the-Bear soldiers,” Pagonel reminded.

“Most mercenaries.”

“But all marching under the new flag of Aydrian’s kingdom. And Abbot Olin was supported by the fleet of Honce-the-Bear. If Abbot Olin, who is not even the Father Abbot of the Abellican Church, can muster that strength on his own, then I would guess that your friend’s kingdom is in true turmoil.”

Brynn’s expression told the mystic that he had won the point.

“Riders,” Brynn remarked, motioning to the side, where a group of soldiers had broken away from De Hamman’s gathered force and were running their mounts hard for Dharyan-Dharielle’s southern gate. Brynn started off toward that gate, with Pagonel right behind, and they arrived at the battlement atop the eastern gatetower just as the group of riders pulled up outside. They carried three flags: that of Jacintha, that of the Abellican evergreen symbol, and that of truce. They walked their mounts right up before the closed gate.

“I bring great tidings!” cried the man centering the group, a burly Behrenese warrior, though not a Chezhou-Lei. He wore a great moustache that ran down from the sides of his lips and off his chin in tightly wound braids. His hair was black and bushy, sticking out all about his head from under the band of his turban.

“Deliver them, then!” Brynn cried back before the gatekeeper could answer.

The Behrenese soldier looked up at her, and recognition flashed on his swarthy features. “Dragon of To-gai!” he called. “My master, Yatol De Hamman, bids me inform you, with great joy, that Behren is united once again!”

Brynn turned a nervous glance over at Pagonel.

“We send our gratitude to you again, Dragon of To-gai, for your assistance in turning the battle against those who would have denied Yatol Mado Wadon of Jacintha the crown,” the courier continued. “My master and his masters relay that they are indebted.” As he finished, he dipped a polite bow, bending over the side of his roan horse’s neck.

“Masters,” Brynn said softly, so that only Pagonel could hear. “Not master.”

“Abbot Olin has done well for himself,” the mystic dryly replied.

“I speak for To-gai, and To-gai wishes Yatol Mado Wadon well as he seeks to lead Behren from the turmoil of war’s aftermath,” Brynn called down to the man. “But I am confused as to why your Yatol De Hamman sees fit to march upon Dharyan-Dharielle with his army.”

“To march upon?” the man echoed doubtfully. “No, my good lady of To-gai. Yatol De Hamman wished to personally deliver to you the news of our great victory and of Behren’s reunification. Thus we have marched north before turning east to our homes.”

“Relay my congratulations to Yatol De Hamman, then,” said Brynn. “And I bid you all speed and good fortune on your long march eastward.”

The man assumed a pensive pose, then, as if she had caught him off his guard.

“Good lady,” he called up a few moments later, “are not the gates of Dharyan-Dharielle open to Behrenese and To-gai-ru alike? By agreement and by word, is your city not an open city?”

“It is.”

A wide smile erupted under that great moustache. “Then we bid you throw wide your gates and allow us admittance. We would rest and resupply, and commence the revelry of our great victory with our allies, the To-gai-ru!”

Brynn turned to Pagonel. “Well,” she said, “there is a twist. The aggressor wishes the gates thrown wide.”

“It would be far easier for Yatol De Hamman to send word to Jacintha that Behren’s old border has been restored if he did not have to fight his way over your strengthened wall,” Pagonel replied.

“Then you believe that De Hamman has paid us this visit for more than a courtesy call?”

Pagonel looked back over the southern sands to the great assembled force. “If Behren is truly secured and his intentions are as his courier has stated, then why would he come here with ten thousand warriors? Dharyan-Dharielle could not resupply them all in any short order, and Yatol De Hamman knows that. Nor is Dharyan-Dharielle a considerably easier march from Avrou Eesa than Jacintha itself. He has crossed a huge expanse of open desert to come to pay you a visit, my friend.”

“Whereas his march back to Jacintha from Avrou Eesa would have been along a defined road, lined by oases,” Brynn finished the reasoning.

“So will you open wide your gates?”

“As soon as I have finished opening the horse corral for the wolf pack,” a determined Brynn replied, and she looked back out at the courier. “We have not the facilities for so large a force,” she called. “Our stables alone would be overwhelmed. Nor do we have sufficient supplies on hand to carry such a force all the way to Jacintha. Twoscore at a time, you may enter and resupply.”

The man hesitated. “My master, Yatol De Hamman wishes to be done here more quickly than that, I fear,” he called. “He bids that you throw wide your gates, as per your agreement with Yatol Mado Wadon upon the treaty between our countries that ceded Dharyan into your province. We will not tarry long about your fair city, Dragon of To-gai. We have horses needing shoeing and waterskins for dipping.”

“Indeed,” Brynn replied. “And so you shall have your needs fulfilled—twoscore at a time.”

“But my master—”

“Those are the terms, courier.”

“There is a treaty here to be considered.”

“And so I have,” Brynn replied, her voice strong and firm. “Twoscore at a time.”

The courier started to respond, but apparently thought the better of it. He motioned to his men and they wheeled their horses about and went galloping back to the Behrenese line.

Brynn looked to Pagonel and the mystic nodded his approval. Then she looked past him, to one of her guard commanders, and said quietly, “Muster all the warriors, but keep them below the wall top. Send the signalers to the towers.”

“What word shall they send?”

“None as yet,” Brynn explained. “Tanalk Grenk and his warriors are not far, nor is Agradeleous. If we need them, they will come with all speed.” The commander nodded and hustled away.

“Yatol De Hamman will waste no time,” Pagonel remarked a few moments later, when the couriers were almost back to the distant Behrenese line.

“You believe he will dare to attack?”

“Or encircle,” the mystic replied. “Yatol De Hamman would not take this initiative on his own—particularly not with soldiers of Honce-the-Bear among his ranks. He comes here under orders from Yatol Wadon.”

“And Abbot Olin.”

“Likely,” the mystic agreed.

“But to what end? Does Abbot Olin act so boldly as to begin a war with To-gai before Behren is even properly secured? Were we not declared as allies only a few weeks ago in Yatol Mado Wadon’s own palace?”

“We do not know if our fears are correct,” Pagonel replied. “Perhaps this is, as the courier said, an honest visit.”

Even as he spoke, though, the distant forces began to stir, moving left and right with practiced precision, widening the line as if preparing a charge.

“Perhaps the leaders of Jacintha now wish to test you for themselves. I hold no doubt that Abbot Olin’s designs are imperialistic, and if that is the case, he surely desires this city returned to Behren.”

“We held off the Behrenese once before,” came a determined reply, but the woman’s gritty resolve seemed less apparent when she turned to face the knowing Pagonel once more.

“The fall of Chezru Chieftain Yakim Douan precipitated the Behrenese retreat more than any victory won here,” Pagonel said quietly. “How long would you have held off Yatol Tohen Bardoh if Jacintha had not recalled her forces?”

“True enough,” Brynn admitted. “And now they are reinforced by gemstone-wielding Abellicans and the armored warriors of the northland.” She paused a moment to reflect. “I trusted Yatol Wadon. Was that my error?”

“You could not have foreseen the insinuation of Abbot Olin’s designs,” Pagonel said to her.

From the center of the Behrenese line came forth another group of riders, this one centered by the familiar figure of Yatol De Hamman.

“Brynn Dharielle!” he called when he neared the gate. “What folly is this? Was our cause not one and the same when you ventured to Jacintha to aid in the struggle against Tohen Bardoh and the dog Peridan? Was it not your own fine sword that took the head of the hated Bardoh?”

“Indeed, Yatol, it was, and we were allied as you say,” Brynn replied. “And so I am perplexed to see an army of Yatol Wadon’s Jacintha assembled before the gates of my city.”

She started to go on, but Pagonel nudged her. “Not publicly,” he whispered.

Brynn looked back to De Hamman and motioned for him to wait, then she and Pagonel moved down the tower’s staircase and out the small door set beside the city’s great gate.

The mystic noted that De Hamman did not dismount as he and Brynn approached.

“You understand that we are friends, do you not?” De Hamman asked from his seat on high. “Despite our differences in Avrou Eesa, the name of Brynn Dharielle is not known as an enemy to Yatol Wadon’s Behren.”

“And how is it known to Abbot Olin’s Behren?” Brynn replied, and Pagonel nudged her again.

“Your present kingdom is confusing to us, Yatol,” Pagonel quickly added to quell the mounting antagonism. “You have struck so quickly and decisively that we are still trying to discern the source of such momentum.”

“We wish Behren restored—is that any surprise to you, Jhesta Tu?” the Yatol replied, and he turned a rather angry look over Brynn. “Abbot Olin has aided us in that cause as an ally, as we believed that Brynn and To-gai were our allies.”

“And so we were, and so we are, if your goal is to restore your kingdom to a peaceful state under the rule of Chezru,” said Brynn.

“It is.”

“Then the peace between our peoples holds fast.”

“I shall instruct my commanders to bring in their weary soldiers,” the Yatol replied with a forced grin.

“Twoscore at a time.”

De Hamman’s expression turned sour in an instant. “That was never in the agreement that secured Dharyan for Brynn,” he reminded.

“That agreement was for open commerce and the admittance of scholars seeking the tomes of the library. I do not extend it to include an invitation for an army to enter the walls of my city.”

“Even a friendly army?”

“No army that is not under the control of To-gai will enter.”

“Dissolve the treaty at your peril, Dragon of To-gai,” the Yatol warned. “We have come as friends—”

“Then dismiss the bulk of your forces,” Brynn cut in. “Send them along the road to Jacintha and their homes, and you and your remaining commanders may enter, as friends. I am not dissolving the treaty, but neither am I willing to allow a foreign army entry. No more so than Yatol Mado Wadon would allow me to march ten thousand To-gai-ru riders into Jacintha, whatever pretense we placed upon our visit.”

“A foreign army,” Yatol De Hamman echoed. “There are many who would not consider a Behrenese army foreign to the city of Dharyan.”

“And so it would not be,” the warrior woman replied, hardly backing down. “But Dharyan-Dharielle is not Dharyan, nor is it Behrenese. This city is To-gai, by the agreement of Yatol Mado Wadon himself.”

“An agreement forged under duress, perhaps?”

“One that he has no choice but to honor, whatever the circumstances of its inception.”

“Choice,” said De Hamman, and he turned about and looked along his great line of warriors. “A curious word.” He swung back to stare hard at Brynn. “And our two kingdoms stand on a steep precipice, one whose outcome will be decided by the choices of their leaders. A precipice as sharp as the plateau divide that separates Behren and To-gai—and do note, Dragon of To-gai, upon which side of that dividing line Dharyan resides.”

He sat up tall and crossed his hands over the horn of his saddle, assuming a posture of complete confidence as he finished, “Choose wisely.”

“I already have.”

Pagonel silently congratulated Brynn’s decisions, and the way she had handled the obstinate De Hamman. The man had gone from a pitiful and whining victim only a few short weeks ago, when Yatol Peridan had chased him all the way to Jacintha, to an overconfident warlord, sweeping across the desert sands.

He was dangerous now, the mystic understood, because De Hamman surely recognized that this battle looming before him, should he choose the course of battle, would be the most difficult by far since the fall of Peridan and Tohen Bar-doh. Had he already acquired enough hubris to actually make the attempt?

Or was he looking for an easier way to claim victory?

The mystic’s reasoning had his eyes darting about, scrutinizing all of De Hamman’s escorts, and so he was not surprised a moment later when De Hamman signaled for them to retreat back to their line and one man lifted the edge of a blanket set across the front of his saddle.

Purely on instinct, Pagonel snapped his right hand out against Brynn’s shoulder, knocking the surprised woman sidelong to the sand. Along with her grunt of protest, the mystic heard the click of a crossbow—a distinctly Honce-the-Bear, Abellican weapon!—and then felt a sudden and nasty burn in his forearm.

Hardly pausing to consider the wound, Pagonel rushed forward and leaped up, his flashing leg knifing by the horse, which was rearing and protesting as the assailant tugged at its reins. The mystic’s foot caught the would-be assassin in the gut, throwing him back and to the ground.

Yatol De Hamman kicked his horse into a swift retreat, shouting, “Attack! Attack! I am under attack!” Several of his entourage turned and charged away with him, but a trio of others came on at Pagonel and Brynn.

Brynn picked herself off the ground and drew out Flamedancer in one swift movement, lighting its fiery blade right in the face of a charging horse. The beast reared and Brynn rolled around to the side, using the horse as a shield against a second attacker.

With both hands tugging hard on the reins of the frightened horse, the rider initially offered no defense against Brynn as she came spinning around. He did manage to bring his sword out wide in an attempted parry, but Brynn slapped it away and stabbed him hard in the side. He lurched and screamed and his horse leaped away, clearing the path between Brynn and the second rider, who lifted his spear to throw.

Pagonel landed easily from his strike and leaped again, taking the vacated seat. He expertly pulled the horse around to meet the charge of one rider, a lowered spear coming in hard for him. A slight twist and lift had that spear going under Pagonel’s arm as the rider thundered by, and the mystic dropped his arm over the weapon, locking it in place, and held on with the concentration only a Jhesta Tu could accomplish.

The rider improvised, bringing his second arm over, swinging a heavy morning star for Pagonel’s head. But the Jhesta Tu ducked the awkward assault easily and countered with three short and heavy punches. Then Pagonel spun his horse the other way and tugged fiercely on the trapped spear, and the Behrenese rider slipped from his saddle as his horse ran off. He held on stubbornly for a moment, hanging in the air off the side of Pagonel’s mount, until the mystic simply released the spear, dropping him to the sand.

To his credit, the Behrenese soldier deftly rolled with the fall, coming around and over to his feet. To his misfortune, Pagonel proved the quicker, sliding from his seat and halting and reversing his momentum as he landed, spinning a devastating circle kick just as the man tried to rise. Pagonel’s foot caught him in the side of the head and spun him over in nearly a complete somersault. He hit the ground hard and did not try to rise.

Pagonel turned his attention to the initial assailant, but the crossbowman was up and running, apparently wanting no part of the Jhesta Tu in open combat.

The mystic spun back to Brynn, who had assumed a defensive stance before a spearman poised to skewer her!

But then both Pagonel and Brynn winced and averted their eyes as a barrage of arrows overwhelmed the rider, a sudden rainstorm of death from the Dharyan-Dharielle wall. He got hit a dozen times, and was knocked right off the back of his wounded and frightened horse.

“Grab the horses!” Brynn instructed, and she went straight for the wounded one, grabbing it by the bridle and tugging straight down to steady the beast, while whispering calming words in its ear to quiet it. Behind her, Yatol De Hamman’s charge was on.

Before her, the horns of Dharyan-Dharielle began to blow, and the defenders lifted their great bows.

“A short-lived peace,” Brynn remarked, as she and Pagonel rushed through the gate.

The mystic merely sighed.

On came the Behrenese charge, the line closing fast. Back up on the wall, Brynn held the bulk of her forces in concealment, bringing them up little by little to the wall top, and keeping them crouched behind the shielding crenelations.

She looked up to the tower and motioned to the signalmen, who lifted great mirrors and put them into the sunlight, directing rays to the west and the plateau divide.

“Let them come closer,” she ordered her soldiers as she walked along the wall, steadying the nervous archers with her solid attitude. “Our first volley must prove devastating.”

De Hamman’s riders and infantry charged in headlong, moving practically to the base of the wall, launching spears and arrows.

And then the To-gai-ru warriors sprang up, a line so thick that it stood shoulder to shoulder the length of that wall, and the hailstorm of arrows drove hard into the Behrenese ranks, stopping cold the bold assault.

“He did not know so many of our warriors had come into the city,” Pagonel remarked.

Even as he finished the statement, however, a surge of lightning bolts reached out from the back of De Hamman’s line, smashing in hard against the defenders, splitting stone and sending men flying from the wall.

Dharyan-Dharielle’s great ballistae and catapults responded, sending balls of fiery pitch and gigantic spears into the masses, many heading for the general direction of the Abellican gemstone users.

It went on for many minutes right there below the walls, and Brynn assembled a group of strong warriors beside her, and followed Pagonel as he ran about, shoring up defenses wherever they seemed about to fall.

A second volley of lightning bolts flashed in at the city, this time all concentrated on Dharyan-Dharielle’s southern gate. Wood splintered and bolts crackled, and the gates buckled inward. And right behind the thunderous blasts came a surge by a group of armored Honce-the-Bear soldiers, driving their equally armored mounts hard against the weakened barrier.

“Hold that gate at all costs!” Brynn cried from the wall a short distance away. She looked at Pagonel for guidance, but he was already engaged in battling a pair of men who had scaled the wall.

“Run on!” the mystic shouted to her. He knew that he had to score a hit quickly here, and so he did, ducking the slash of one man’s sword and sweeping his leg out wide to trip the man up. Not even finishing that kick, trusting that he had the man enough off balance, the mystic sprang up catlike at the second warrior, rushing in before the man could bring his sword to bear. Pagonel’s stiffened fingers smashed hard against the man’s windpipe, stealing his breath and his balance.

The mystic caught him before he fell to his death, though, wrapping him in a tight embrace and turning him about as a human shield against the first man who was trying to recover and come back in.

The attacker hesitated and Pagonel threw the limp man to the ground between them, and even as the standing attacker’s eyes instinctively looked down at his falling comrade, the mystic leaped forward, turning his legs under him and kicking out, launching the attacker over the wall.

Pagonel turned to regard Brynn, but to his relief, she was already moving along.

Brynn leaped down to the courtyard, the rest of her entourage close behind. “Mount up!” she ordered, knowing that foot soldiers would likely be overwhelmed by the riders pressing at the gate.

Men screamed all about her, horrible sounds of battle that Brynn Dharielle had prayed she would never again be forced to endure. She could hardly believe the sudden turn of events, and it pained her greatly to consider that Aydrian, her companion for so many years, was in fact the source of this chaos!

With fierce determination, the leader of To-gai climbed up on Runtly and led her force to the courtyard directly before the collapsing gates.

“Fight well,” she said.

“Die well,” came the appropriate To-gai-ru response.

Out in the distance, horns began to blow, and many cries of “Tanalk Grenk!” came echoing down from the walls.

Brynn nodded grimly, knowing that her loyal and able commander would strike hard at De Hamman’s flank and ease some of the pressure on the town.

More hopeful and excited shouts came from the wall, and Brynn followed them to see many men pausing for just a moment, and pointing to the southwestern sky.

“Meet my dragon, Yatol De Hamman,” the woman said grimly. She wished she could go and watch that spectacle—she did indeed!—but then the gate creaked and cracked, and one of the great doors tumbled down into the courtyard. Charging over it even as it fell came the rush of Honce-the-Bear cavalry.

“Fight well!” Brynn called again.

“Die well!” came the eager battle cry.

Brynn was first in, her solid pony not shying in the least as she took it right against the flank of one larger horse, and tightly in between that and a second. Flamedancer flashed left and then right, defeating one attack and initiating a second. The Bearman rider managed to block and started to counter, but Brynn maneuvered Runtly expertly out of his reach, and then the pony leaped back in at him in perfect coordination with her second stab.

This time, her sword got past the man’s defenses and banged hard against his fine armor, the elven blade driving a crease that had him lurching. Not wasting a second, Brynn spun Runtly around to face the other warrior, and urged the pony to buck, its hind legs coming up and kicking hard against the stunned man’s dented armor, launching him from his seat.

Now one against one, Brynn worked her sword in a series of slashes, stabs, and defensive parries, twice ringing her blade off the back of the Bearman’s helmet, and three times scratching his solid chest plate. He tried to counter repeatedly, but each of the lumbering blows of his far heavier sword were neatly picked off, or hit nothing but air as Brynn dodged and retreated.

All along that courtyard, the To-gai-ru riders, as skilled on horseback as any in all the world, matched the Bearmen cut for cut, using speed and agility to counter heavier weapons and armor. They gave no ground, but neither were they gaining any, and the press behind the Bearman was greater, slowly but surely widening the breach at the gate.

“Archers!” Brynn called, trying desperately to redirect more fire into that breach, but her warriors all along the wall were too engaged already to offer much help. She did see Pagonel right above the gate, directing the fire of the archers and keeping the wall clear all about them so that they could concentrate on the impending disaster below, but she feared it would not be enough.

Beyond the wall, more lightning flashed, some streaming up into the air, and the screams increased tenfold, along with a sudden roar of agony, a cry so feral and huge that it made many men stop their fighting and cover their ears, and made others simply turn away and flee.

Following the cry came the crash as the dragon fell from the sky, skidding hard into the wall right beside the opened gate. Stone crumbled at that impact, launching defenders and attackers alike from the wall top. Even some of those archers above the gate were thrown down.

But not Pagonel.

The mystic held his ground stubbornly and cried out to the dragon, pointing to the breached gate. “Here, Agradeleous!”

Dragon fire filled that breach suddenly, immolating those poor attackers behind the front ranks of riders.

Pagonel climbed over the wall and dropped the dozen feet to the ground amidst that burning carnage. All about him, all about the nearby dragon, Behrenese were fleeing in terror. “Come,” Pagonel bade the dragon.

Another volley of lightning bolts, diminished from the originals, but stinging nonetheless, reached out to slam against the wounded dragon’s side.

“I so hate monks and their nasty toys!” Agradeleous roared, swinging his reptilian neck about to face the distant gemstone-wielders. One fleeing man inadvertently stumbled too close to the angry dragon, and Agradeleous wasted no time in grabbing him up in his great jaws. He lifted the flailing man up high so that many could see, then snapped his great maw fully. Pieces of the dead man fell all about.

Agradeleous growled and roared and forced himself up on his haunches, brushing aside blocks of the wall that had tumbled atop him.

Men shrank away from the spectacle, for the dragon seemed unbeatable and all-powerful.

But Pagonel recognized the way the beast was favoring one wing and knew that Agradeleous was sorely wounded from the lightning. Agradeleous took a step out from the wall, as if he meant to go after the monks.

“No!” Pagonel called to him. “That is what they want!”

The dragon turned on him, smoke wafting from his nostrils, licks of flame erupting from the sides of his mouth, and sheer hatred shining in his reptilian eyes.

“They are ready for you,” the mystic explained. “They have the weapons that were built specifically for your destruction. And they have the gemstones.”

The dragon growled again, long and low, and then roared as yet another lightning bolt flashed in against his great scaled side.

Pagonel continued to coax and to warn him, bidding him into the city.

Almost as soon as the mystic and the dragon crossed through the felled gate, the remaining Bearman warriors threw down their swords, and the courtyard and wall were secured.

A few moments later, the city’s western gate swung open and Tanalk Grenk led his force into Dharyan-Dharielle. All about the walls, archers ran toward that area to send volleys at the pursuing Behrenese.

In truth, though, the battle was over. With the gates secured by the imposing dragon, the Behrenese retreated.

As Tanalk Grenk rode toward her, Brynn nodded her appreciation and deference, for she knew that he had played his role to perfection. He had come down with his skilled riders from their positions just along the shadows of the plateau divide, just to the southwest of Dharyan-Dharielle. With the typical and unmatched ferocity of the To-gai-ru, Grenk had struck hard at the Behrenese western flank, then immediately turned his forces in a run to the western gate, diverting many Behrenese and easing the pressure on the southern wall.

“We have won no victory here today,” Brynn told Grenk and all the others nearby. “But we have held our enemy at bay and have stung them hard.” She looked all around, the determination in her blazing brown eyes stilling all doubts and all confusion in a moment of crystalline clarity. “Perhaps we have stung them hard enough to make them turn back for their homes.”

“If not, there is always tomorrow,” said a determined Grenk.

His unabashed support touched Brynn at that desperate moment, for she knew that more than a few of her people would be privately questioning her leadership at that time. Had these attackers not come from the same man Brynn had just helped seat on the throne of Behren, after all?

But she did not allow any of her doubts to cloud her eyes or her strong features.

“Shore up the gate,” she instructed her warriors, then she dismounted and walked off with Runtly to shore up her own resolve, reminding herself of the peculiar circumstances and telling herself repeatedly that she had done right in fighting the wicked Tohen Bardoh, whatever treachery Yatol Wadon and Abbot Olin now offered.

She had to believe that.


Chapter 29
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The Hopeful Miscalculation

ABBOT GLENDENHOOK OF ST. GWENDOLYN CRUMPLED THE PARCHMENT IN HIS large and strong hands. His thick brow furrowed over deep-set eyes and he clenched his huge fist powerfully, the muscles on his massive arm tightening the fabric of his brown robes. More than any other master of the Abellican Order, Toussan Glendenhook had ridden Fio Bou-raiy’s coattails to power. For many years, he had walked in Bou-raiy’s shadow, and willingly so. Glendenhook had accomplished much on his own, especially in the arts martial, where he had risen as one of the finest warriors to come out of St.-Mere-Abelle—not on a par with legendary Marcalo De’Unnero, of course, but Glendenhook had been the best of his class.

Still, Glendenhook had always been very aware that he had no chance of ever rising in the hierarchy beyond the rank of master—until, that is, his friend Bou-raiy had ascended the dais as the Abellican Church’s Father Abbot. Glendenhook had been there every step of the way with Fio Bou-raiy, supporting his friend. When Bou-raiy had made his successful bid for the position of Father Abbot, Glendenhook had lobbied long and hard for the votes. Subsequent to gaining the seat in St.-Mere-Abelle, Fio Bou-raiy had repaid his loyal friend with this appointment as abbot of St. Gwendolyn, a monastery traditionally run by a woman.

There had been little resistance to the appointment; the then–Master Glendenhook had rushed to the rescue of St. Gwendolyn when the rogue De’Unnero had come to dominate the place, organizing his infamous Brothers Repentant from the ranks of the plague-devastated abbey. Over the last couple of years since his appointment, Abbot Glendenhook had compiled a strong record at the abbey and among the people of the neighboring villages. His abbey was among the leaders in per capita attendance and donations, and though he was not really a great follower of Avelyn Desbris and the reform that had swept the Abellican Church, Abbot Glendenhook had not reined in his sisters, brothers, and masters when they had desired to go out among the people with the healing soul stones. Like his mentor, Fio Bou-raiy, Abbot Glendenhook had adapted to the change, if not embracing it, and had brought St. Gwendolyn back from the ashes.

And now this.

The burly man looked down at the crumpled parchment, trying to find every angle between the actual words. He was not surprised, of course, to learn that Duke Kalas was fast approaching St. Gwendolyn with his enormous army; Glendenhook and all the other citizens of central and southern Honce-the-Bear had watched Kalas’ march from Palmaris throughout the winter, with every town falling into obedient line. Kalas had cut a line straight out to the coast south of St. Gwendolyn, and so it had been obvious for nearly two weeks that he would not stop there, but would turn north to finish his blanketing march.

But this decree, from Duke Kalas himself, had not been so predictable, especially coming in some thirty miles ahead of the front ranks of Kalas’ force! The nobleman had formally announced his approach, and his demand that St. Gwendolyn be opened to him and to King Aydrian Boudabras, and that the brothers and sisters of the abbey formally declare Abbot Olin and Master De’Unnero as the rightful leaders of the Abellican Order.

“He knows that we, that I, will never accede to the demands of Marcalo De’Unnero,” Glendenhook said to Master Belasarus, another transplant from St.-Mere-Abelle.

“Not in any form!” the master declared. “The man is a dangerous rogue! He is beyond the bounds of rationality itself. There is no place in the Abellican Church for Marcalo De’Unnero, curse his name!”

Abbot Glendenhook patted his large hands in the air to calm the frightened and angry master. “Of course there is no place for him. Father Abbot Bou-raiy has formally banished Marcalo De’Unnero—he did so almost immediately after De’Unnero’s disgrace in Palmaris at the hands of Sister Jilseponie.”

“And now Abbot Olin has embraced him?” Master Belasarus spat incredulously. “Has the man gone mad?”

“Beyond mad, it would seem,” said Glendenhook. “It is no secret that Abbot Olin did not take his defeat by Father Abbot Bou-raiy well. But never could we have imagined this.”

“They will march to the gates of St.-Mere-Abelle,” Master Belasarus reasoned. “Father Abbot Bou-raiy will not open the abbey for them. Does King Aydrian mean to tear those great gates down?”

Abbot Glendenhook looked down at the parchment once again and offered only a shrug. That was an issue that would be settled later in the season, it seemed, likely before midsummer’s day. For Glendenhook now, though, the issue was here before him in the form of this letter. Why had Kalas sent it?

Glendenhook and Kalas had met only briefly a couple of times in their lives. In many ways, they were men cut of the same mold. Both lurked in the background of the true power, Fio Bou-raiy and Father Abbot Agronguerre for Glendenhook, and King Danube and now, apparently, King Aydrian for Kalas. They were generals in their respective armies, Glendenhook for the Church and Kalas for the crown. There had been no animosity between them, at least none that Glendenhook had ever noticed. Was it possible that Duke Kalas had sent this letter so far ahead of the army to give Glendenhook the opportunity to gather up his staff and escape to St.-Mere-Abelle? By all accounts, the roads to the mother abbey were clear of any soldiers.

“What do you want of me, Duke Kalas?” the abbot said quietly.

“He knows that we cannot open our gates for a king demanding such change within the Abellican Church,” Master Belasarus remarked.

Glendenhook looked up at him.

“Duke Kalas surely understands that we, none of us, will ever accept the rule of Marcalo De’Unnero,” the master explained. “Nor of Abbot Olin, unless he wins the position he so covets by our rules at a College of Abbots.”

“Where is Olin?” Glendenhook asked. “Is he still in Behren?”

“By all accounts.”

A soft knock sounded on the door of Glendenhook’s office. The abbot motioned to Belasarus, who answered, opening the door wide to admit Sovereign Sister Treisa, the highest-ranking woman at the abbey, and a likely successor to Glendenhook. Before the storm that was Aydrian had clouded the Honce-the-Bear sky, there had been rumors that Father Abbot Bou-raiy intended to move Glendenhook to another position, perhaps even as abbot of St. Honce in Ursal, to thus elevate Sovereign Sister Treisa and restore St. Gwendolyn to the control of a woman. Nearing forty, the comely Treisa seemed more than ready to assume the mantle. She had lived through many trials during her years at St. Gwendolyn, including the devastation of the rosy plague and the perversion of Marcalo De’Unnero. She had come through it all with grace and dignity, and had returned from her personal pilgrimage to Mount Aida to partake of the Miracle of Avelyn with such a profound sense of serenity that she calmed any room simply by entering. She had supported Glendenhook brilliantly over the last couple of years, since her return from a walking tour of the Mantis Arm, and the two had become as close as any brother and sister of the Abellican Order dared. There were even rumors that their friendship had gone beyond propriety.

But no one really cared to investigate the rumors, and many actually hoped they were true. For whatever reason and by everyone’s estimation—even Glendenhook’s—Sovereign Sister Treisa had made Glendenhook a better and more generous abbot.

Abbot Glendenhook rose when she entered, offering a warm smile despite his foul mood.

The sovereign sister didn’t return that smile. “Duke Kalas will arrive in two days,” she explained. “His army has been spotted to the south, moving hard and without resistance.”

“They will have to cross through two villages, and securing them may slow them,” Master Belasarus offered.

“I would not count on that,” Treisa replied. “His army’s ranks have swollen. By all reports, he left Palmaris with a few thousand.”

“What is the estimate of his force in the field now?” Glendenhook asked.

“Twenty thousand, perhaps. Perhaps more.”

The staggering number had Glendenhook sliding back into his seat.

“All towns are rallying to King Aydrian,” Treisa explained. “Their menfolk are running to join in Duke Kalas’ glorious march.”

“One that will take him to the gates of St.-Mere-Abelle, no doubt,” a dour Belasarus added.

“Twenty thousand,” Glendenhook echoed quietly.

“Perhaps more,” Treisa said again. “There are rumors of a second force moving north to the west of here.”

“Encircling us,” Belasarus reasoned.

“So many have joined him,” Glendenhook said, shaking his head.

“How could they not?” asked Treisa. “Duke Kalas and his Allheart Knights in their shining armor have stormed into every village, praising King Aydrian. To contest them would be suicide.”

“To follow them is to deny the true line of kings!” Belasarus protested.

“The common folk care little who is their king, master,” Treisa replied. “They care only that their families have enough to eat, and that their children might live more comfortably than they. All this rattle of politics is background gossip for the folk, unless the rattle leads to the misery of war.”

“Which it certainly shall when Prince Midalis arrives,” insisted Belasarus.

“If he is not too late,” said Glendenhook, and his pessimism seemed for a moment as if it would knock Belasarus from his feet.

“They join Duke Kalas because they have no one to lead them otherwise,” Treisa reasoned. “Perhaps King Aydrian’s army will fracture when and if Prince Midalis arrives. Perhaps not.”

“And what is the role of the Abellican Church in all of this, then?” asked Belasarus. “Are we to cater to the demands of the usurping young king if doing so means demanding the abdication of Father Abbot Fio Bou-raiy for the likes of Abbot Olin and Marcalo De’Unnero?”

“Of course not!” Abbot Glendenhook said without the slightest hesitation. He held a stern stare upon Belasarus for a bit, then softened his strong features as he turned back to Treisa. “What counsel do you offer?”

The woman paused a bit, her brow furrowing pensively beneath her black hair and showing only the slightest wrinkles of age. She chewed a bit on her bottom lip, a common twitch when she was deep in thought that often brought a smile to Glendenhook; and she turned her hazel eyes to the floor. Finally, she looked back up.

“If King Aydrian had remained secular and had not involved the Church in his theft of the throne, then I would counsel inaction,” she explained, “even though his ascent adversely affected another sovereign sister and forced Jilseponie from Ursal. But since it was Abbot Olin and worse, Marcalo De’Unnero, at Aydrian’s side, we cannot step away from it. No distance that we put between Church and State will hold. It is clear now that Aydrian means to instate one of his cohorts into the structure of the Abellican Order at the very highest level. Twelve significant chapels have been rolled under Duke Kalas’ present march, and only those brothers who pledged their allegiance to King Aydrian and to both Abbot Olin and De’Unnero remain in place serving their communities. All others were forced away, or worse.”

“We have heard such rumors from the brothers seeking refuge here,” Glendenhook agreed.

“And so we must stand, on one side or the other,” Treisa went on. She looked at Belasarus, then at Glendenhook, forcing their undivided attention. “We cannot stand with Abbot Olin and the traitorous De’Unnero. We cannot sacrifice our mortal souls.”

“Then fight or run?” Belasarus asked of Glendenhook.

The abbot looked to Treisa for guidance.

“Neither,” the sovereign sister said, and she squared her shoulders. “Do not close our gate to Duke Kalas, for he will merely trample it down. Let us resist with inaction. Let us not run from them, nor march with them, but rather, merely sit where we are.”

“Does that not signify our acceptance of Abbot Olin and Marcalo De’Unnero?” asked an obviously confused Belasarus.

Treisa shook her head. “We will not allow it to seem so. Not to Duke Kalas and not to the folk of the land. We will surrender without a fight, because we cannot win, but we will not serve King Aydrian or his kingdom as long as he embraces such treachery in the Abellican Church. Let our example perhaps begin the first fissure in Duke Kalas’ army, a slender crack that will widen when the true king of Honce-the-Bear marches south from Vanguard.”

“We must make this clear if our statement is to have any effect,” reasoned Belasarus.

“And we must ensure that our surrender does not strengthen Duke Kalas,” Glendenhook reasoned. “Organize an escape by some of the younger and hardiest brothers. Let them take our treasures, particularly our gemstones, along the coast to St.-Mere-Abelle.”

“Duke Kalas will not appreciate that,” said Treisa.

“And it will perfectly outrage Marcalo De’Unnero, which makes it all the sweeter,” Glendenhook agreed.

“But we need something more telling,” Master Belasarus reasoned. “Something to ensure that the people all around, especially those commoners who have joined with Duke Kalas, understand that we do not support King Aydrian.”

Glendenhook considered what options he might have, then noticed that Sovereign Sister Treisa’s face had suddenly brightened. He prompted her with a look.

“My sisters and I are nearly finished with the altar cloth intended for the final canonization of Avelyn Desbris,” she explained. “The image of the upraised arm of Avelyn placed against a solid red background—the same image that Father Abbot Bou-raiy commissioned for the new window in the great keep of St.-Mere-Abelle.”

“What do you propose to do with it?” the intrigued Glendenhook asked.

“Let us fly it above St. Gwendolyn, proudly so!” said Treisa. “And right beside it, let us fly the bear rampant of the Ursal line. By all accounts, Duke Kalas marches under a different flag, that of the bear and the tiger rampant, the flag of Aydrian Boudabras.”

Abbot Glendenhook nodded his agreement—such a show as that would spread ear-to-ear all along the eastern stretches of Honce-the-Bear.

“But doing so will ensure that Abbot Olin and Marcalo De’Unnero gain the altar cloth of Avelyn’s upcoming canonization,” reasoned Belasarus.

“It is worth the price,” Treisa decided before Glendenhook could speak. “In our show, we will send a message to St.-Mere-Abelle, as well, offering our vote for Brother Avelyn’s long-overdue ascent to sainthood, and we will remind all the kingdom of the miracle that precipitated his rise.”

Abbot Glendenhook had never shared Treisa’s enthusiasm for Avelyn Desbris. Nor had Father Abbot Bou-raiy. But Bou-raiy and Glendenhook had long ago discussed the matter, and had agreed that Avelyn’s rise was an avalanche that would bury any who opposed it. After the Miracle of Aida, with a majority of Honce-the-Bear’s population making the difficult pilgrimage to be cured of the rosy plague, or insulated against its deadly effects, there could be no denying the rise of Saint Avelyn. The process should have been completed several years before, but the typically ponderous Abellican Church simply hadn’t gotten around to it yet—mostly, Glendenhook knew, because his friend the Father Abbot was holding the final canonization in reserve against any potential crisis in the Church. Only the Father Abbot could finalize the process, and that gave Fio Bou-raiy a large stick indeed to wave against any upstart young brothers, particularly Braumin Herde and his fellows of St. Precious and in Vanguard.

“Any who stay will do so out of choice,” the abbot decided. “All who wish to flee for St.-Mere-Abelle should go out this very afternoon. And I strongly suggest that most of your sisters make that flight, Sister Treisa. We have precious few women in the Abellican ranks as it is.”

Glendenhook’s expression went very serious. “I would ask of you that you, too, make the pilgrimage.”

“Then you have little understanding of my faith, Abbot Glendenhook,” came the stern reply. “In my God, in St. Abelle, in my Church, and in my abbot.”

While on one level he wanted to yell at her and scold her, Abbot Glendenhook could not help but smile at the determined and strong woman.

“Master Belasarus,” he said, without ever taking his eyes from Treisa, “I bid you to lead our delegation to St.-Mere-Abelle. Tell Father Abbot Bou-raiy of our actions here, of the flags we proudly fly.”

“But …” the man started to argue, but he stopped and sighed. “Yes, Abbot, it will be done.”

All the horizon was filled with their spear tips, an army greater than anything ever seen by the three dozen remaining brothers at St. Gwendolyn or the two hundred people of neighboring villages that had come in for shelter. They were not as practiced as the Kingsmen or the Coastpoint Guards, and certainly not as spectacular as the Allheart Knights, but what the peasant warriors who had joined up in the glorious march of Duke Kalas lacked in shining armor and precision marching, they more than made up for with the sheer weight of numbers.

Grim-faced and dirty-faced, they stood shoulder to shoulder in a line stretching all around the three sides of the abbey that did not face the sea, and in ranks five deep. Allheart Knights rode all about, bolstering men with their cries of duty and glory for king and country.

Centering the line was Kalas’ primary force, the Kingsmen who had marched with him out of Palmaris, and they alone would have had little trouble in overrunning St. Gwendolyn, Abbot Glendenhook realized.

From the front, western gate of the abbey, the abbot looked up at the two flags, flapping hard in the ocean breeze. At least he had made a statement.

Calls along the ranks advanced Kalas’ force, thickening the ranks and tightening the line as they moved in closer. Over the hills behind them came great catapults, and carts beside them piled with heavy stones. Glendenhook could see the faces of the soldiers clearly now, could see their eyes. They were not afraid, not even the peasants, because they knew that few would die if battle was joined this day.

If Duke Kalas called for a charge, St. Gwendolyn would be overrun in a matter of minutes.

Horns blew along the ranks and the approach halted, the front lines barely two hundred feet from the abbey’s high walls. From the center of the line came a contingent of Allheart Knights along with a rider bearing the flag of the new Honce-the-Bear. Duke Kalas centered them as they rode fearlessly up to St. Gwendolyn’s gates, right in the open before the abbot and his brothers.

“Who leads this abbey?” Duke Kalas called up.

“One known to you, good Duke Kalas,” Glendenhook replied, stepping forward to the edge of the wall so that the Allheart leader could get a good look at him. “Abbot Glendenhook.”

The duke gave a deferential nod of his head. “I come bearing great tidings from Ursal, Abbot Glendenhook,” said the duke. “Tidings sad and tidings glorious.”

“That King Danube is dead and young Aydrian has assumed the throne,” the abbot answered.

“I expected that word would precede my arrival.”

“And so it has.”

“And yet you fly the flag of old,” the duke remarked. “We have brought a new one for you.”

“It is not one that we desire.”

Duke Kalas hesitated, and Glendenhook noted a wry smile spread under the metal cage of his great plumed helmet.

“We fly the flag of Honce-the-Bear, the flag of Prince Midalis,” the abbot pressed on. “For it is he who was second in the royal line.”

“The affairs of state are not your concern, good Abbot,” Duke Kalas replied, and there was no angry edge to his voice. “It is up to the throne of Ursal, and not the Abellican Church, to determine the proper pennant of the kingdom.”

“Agreed,” Abbot Glendenhook replied immediately. “And yet in this the Abellican Church cannot remain silent, for the rise of King Aydrian is not an incident pertinent to the state alone. We know of his allies, Duke Kalas. But enough of this shouting.” Glendenhook stepped back from the wall and called down, and the gate of St. Gwendolyn creaked open.

“Under rules of truce,” Glendenhook called back out over the wall.

With a look to his knights, the duke led the entourage forward into the small courtyard of the abbey.

“You were wise in opening your door,” Kalas said to Glendenhook and Sovereign Sister Treisa when he and one other Allheart met with the pair in Glendenhook’s private quarters a few minutes later. “Some chapels were more stubborn in their disregard for King Aydrian. They are being rebuilt.”

“A duty that no doubt does swell the heart of Duke Kalas,” said Glendenhook.

Kalas shot him a dangerous look.

“Why bother with the pleasantries?” the abbot asked. “We know why you have come, and you understand why we have chosen to fly the flags you see atop our abbey. Your hatred of the Abellican Church is not unknown to us, good Duke. Nor is its source, and for many years has the death of Queen Vivian weighed heavily upon the shoulders of every Abellican.”

Glendenhook knew that he had touched a nerve with so straightforward an opening. Little had shaped Duke Targon Bree Kalas’ life more than the death of King Danube’s first wife, Queen Vivian. Summoned to her side, Je’howith, at that time the abbot of St. Honce, had worked feverishly to save her, but alas, he had arrived at her side too late. That blow had stung King Danube, but had wounded Duke Kalas even more profoundly, leaving a scar in his heart that manifested itself regularly in tirades against the Abellican Church. For more than two decades since Vivian’s death, Duke Kalas had been one of the greatest critics of the Church, a critic who had erupted many times concerning the leadership in Palmaris, and on any other issue, even the pilgrimage to Mount Aida. The troublesome duke had been the subject of many heated discussions at St.-Mere-Abelle during the years when Glendenhook had served there as a master, under Father Abbots Markwart, Agronguerre, and Bou-raiy.

“Queen Vivian is not the issue here,” Duke Kalas said through gritted teeth.

“Is she not?” Abbot Glendenhook replied, measuring every wince on the duke’s face as he spoke. He wanted to reason with Kalas, not push the man into an explosion.

“My march is to spread the word of King Aydrian, and nothing more,” Kalas replied. “Those who oppose him will be defeated, of course, whether that opposition comes from village leaders, noblemen, or the Abellican Church. Your abbeys exist because of the generosity of Honce-the-Bear’s throne. Do not ever forget that.”

“The throne has long understood the stabilizing influence of the Church as its partner in holding the kingdom strong,” Sovereign Sister Treisa put in. “Ours is a partnership of mutual benefit.”

“And so, when you fly the flag of King Aydrian and accept him as your sovereign—”

“Our sovereign is God alone,” the feisty Treisa interrupted.

Duke Kalas looked at her hard, then softened his face into a smile and nodded his deference. “As you believe,” he said with a polite bow. “Allow me to restate my position. When you fly the flag of Aydrian, should any secular pennant wave above your abbey, and accept him as the rightful king of Honce-the-Bear, then accept my march here as a cause for celebration and not fear.”

“Your king has made such acceptance difficult,” Abbot Glendenhook replied. “For his decrees apparently extend beyond the accepted domain of his kingdom.”

“Men of your Church came to him, not the other way around,” Duke Kalas answered. “Abbot Olin saw the truth of King Aydrian and embraced him.”

“As did Marcalo De’Unnero,” said Treisa.

“Hardly a man of our Church,” Glendenhook was quick to add.

Duke Kalas chuckled. “And none of my affair,” he said. “Though I will assure you that Marcalo De’Unnero would kill you if he saw the flags you fly.”

“Then do inform him,” Treisa said defiantly.

Duke Kalas and Abbot Glendenhook both widened their eyes at that remark, and the other Allheart in the room gasped aloud.

But Treisa pressed on. “How could one as noble as Duke Targon Bree Kalas, friend of King Danube, throw in with the mad dog De’Unnero? Have you so forsaken your longtime friend? Is the loyalty of the Allheart Knights such a frail thing as that?”

“Tell your woman to take care her words,” Kalas warned Glendenhook.

“Her words are my own,” the abbot answered.

Kalas looked as if he was about to strike out physically, but Glendenhook, taking his cue from the determined sovereign sister, continued. “Abbot Olin has made of himself an outcast to St. Abelle and the Church that bears his name. I expect that a replacement for him will be appointed at St. Bondabruce very soon.”

“His monks love him and follow him devotedly, and believe that he, and not your friend Bou-raiy, should now lead the Abellican Church.”

“Then the replacement will come from St.-Mere-Abelle, or from neighboring St. Rontlemore in Entel,” said Glendenhook.

“The replacement,” Duke Kalas mused. “A short-lived appointment, no doubt.”

“Because the crown does not accept its place in the kingdom,” Glendenhook replied. “The affairs of the Church must be left to the Church! You would march with an army to St.-Mere-Abelle and right Abbot Olin’s perceived wrong?”

“I will march wherever King Aydrian determines that I must march,” Kalas shot back. “To St.-Mere-Abelle—through St.-Mere-Abelle! It hardly matters.”

“It is not the concern of the king!”

Duke Kalas snorted and shook his head. “You do not understand,” he said quietly. “Aydrian has changed everything. Once, at the end of King Aydrian’s own sword, I fell into the hands of death. No, Abbot, not your friend Bou-raiy himself, could have …” He stopped and gave a little laugh. “And yet, I live,” he finished, looking Glendenhook right in the eye. “I live because now is the time when Honce-the-Bear has brought forth a king with power over death itself!”

Abbot Glendenhook shook his head in confusion and looked to Treisa, who seemed equally perplexed. “What babble is this?” the sovereign sister asked. “No man has such.”

“Certainly no Abellicans,” Kalas spat. “When Queen Vivian lay dying, could the fool Je’howith save her? You priests promise eternal life. Well, on my word, Aydrian has shown himself the master of death itself. You condemn him, and me, because you cannot comprehend, because you are so wound within your rituals and false promises that such a king as Aydrian is beyond your comprehension.”

“As was the Miracle of Avelyn?” Treisa countered. “Was it not Saint Avelyn who rescued the kingdom—your friend’s kingdom—from the ruins of the plague?”

“Saint Avelyn?” Duke Kalas scoffed.

“Soon to be.”

“So it has been said for many years,” remarked the duke, but then he waved his hands and spun away. “It is of no matter. Avelyn is hero to the people of Honce-the-Bear—even Jilseponie once wore that mantle. They are of no concern anymore. Aydrian is king, and woe to any who oppose him.”

“You can so deny Prince Midalis, who was your friend?”

Duke Kalas stiffened at the remark and steeled his gaze. “Prince Midalis would understand and accept if he understood Aydrian as do I.”

Glendenhook’s jaw dropped open. “What has this young Aydrian done to you? What bewitchery is this?”

“It is the only honest ‘bewitchery’ that I have ever seen,” Kalas spat. “Unlike the falsities of the Abellican Church.”

The two men stared long and hard at each other.

“You will open your gates to the soldiers of King Aydrian,” the duke demanded. “You will fly the proper flag.”

“And if we do not?”

“Then I will open your gates posthaste,” Kalas calmly explained, and he walked out of the room, sweeping up his fellow Allheart in his wake.

“What are we to do?” Abbot Glendenhook said to Treisa when they were alone.

The woman looked at him and smiled with true serenity, completely accepting her fate.

Abbot Glendenhook returned that smile a moment later, then moved in and kissed the beautiful sister on the cheek. He swept out of his office, moving to the front wall. They had made their statement here with the flags, and now he intended to make another.

“Duke Kalas!” he shouted down from the wall at the group of men even then turning their To-gai steeds back toward their line. As one, the Allhearts turned back. “Be gone with your army. This is the house of God.”

“Open your gates, Abbot Glendenhook,” the duke warned.

“We will open our gates here at St. Gwendolyn and even at St.-Mere-Abelle when your King Aydrian assumes his proper place,” the abbot yelled at the top of his voice, wanting as many of Kalas’ men as possible to hear. “When the criminal Marcalo De’Unnero is imprisoned and Abbot Olin is turned over to Church authority for judgment. Until then, St. Gwendolyn is closed to you.”

Duke Kalas again seemed more pleased than concerned.

“Duke Kalas!” Abbot Glendenhook shouted down again as the man turned away once more. As he called, Glendenhook fished into his belt pouch, finding a particularly heavy gemstone.

The duke turned about.

“What is your intention?” Glendenhook demanded.

Duke Kalas turned his mount about to face the abbot squarely. “I spread the word of King Aydrian across the breadth of Honce-the-Bear,” he replied. “For those who accept the word, there is alliance and friendship from the crown. For those who do not, there is only the sword.”

“St. Gwendolyn will not open her gates!”

“Then I declare you enemy,” Duke Kalas called.

Abbot Glendenhook lifted his hand toward Kalas and focused his vision through the images sent to him from the stone. He saw all the fine armor the man wore more vividly then, as if the rest of the world had dulled to his senses. He focused on one spot in the duke’s armor, the plate covering the man’s heart, and he let the energy of the gemstone build in his heart and soul.

Kalas was shouting out something to him, but he did not hear. Behind him, Sovereign Sister Treisa cried out, but he didn’t register any of it. All that mattered was the gemstone and its mounting energy; all that mattered was this one wound he intended to give to young King Aydrian.

Glendenhook gave the lodestone all the power he could muster, tightening and strengthening its magnetic attraction to that one spot on Duke Kalas’s armor. And then, with a cry, the abbot let the bullet fly.

So fast was its flight that the very air crackled about it, and the ring as the gemstone smashed against Duke Kalas’ chest sounded as loudly as an abbey bell.

Duke Kalas flew backward from his mount, landing hard in the dirt.

“What have you done?” Treisa cried, running up beside the abbot.

“I have sent a loud message to King Aydrian that the Abellican Church will not buckle to unreasonable demands of the state!”

Below them on the field, some of the Allhearts shielded the fallen duke while others leaped down from their mounts and lifted him. Other men rode out from the army ranks to assist in bringing Kalas back.

At once the catapults fired and huge stones pounded against St. Gwendolyn’s walls, crumbling the ancient stone. And then came the charge, more than twenty thousand strong, shaking the ground beneath the abbey, and it seemed as if the place would simply collapse beneath the thunder.

Abbot Glendenhook ran all about, gathering his brothers to him and ordering them to stand down. “Offer no resistance,” he commanded when he had them all assembled in the nave of the abbey’s great chapel. “We have made our statement.”

A brother at the back of the hall, peering out the doors cried, “They have breached the gate!”

“Close the door, brother,” Abbot Glendenhook bade him. “Come and sit, and pray.”

A few moments later, the doors of the chapel burst in, and soldiers swept into the place.

“Join us in prayer, my friends,” Abbot Glendenhook said to them.

He was the first to fall, beaten down under the weight of a shield rush, then pounded into submission. His frightened brothers and Sovereign Sister Treisa were similarly dragged away.

Two surprises greeted Glendenhook later that afternoon, when he was dragged, half-dead, to the same room where he had met with Duke Kalas that morning.

“And so we meet again,” said the first surprise, Duke Kalas himself, sitting in Glendenhook’s own chair and still wearing his now-dented, but intact, armor.

Glendenhook was roughly placed in the chair across the desk from the duke.

“Never underestimate the Allheart armorers, good Abbot,” Kalas explained. “They designed our fine suits with just you troublesome Abellicans in mind.”

“Had I been stronger,” Glendenhook remarked under his breath. “Had it been Jilseponie behind the weight of that stone …”

“Had it been King Aydrian, then I assure you that my armor would have shattered like glass,” Kalas replied. “But no matter. Your cowardice was open for all to see.”

“You declared us your enemy, not I.”

“And I rode under a flag of truce,” Duke Kalas countered. “Yours was the attack of an assassin—not a popular role to play, wouldn’t you agree?

“But no matter,” the duke said again. “St. Gwendolyn flies the flag of King Aydrian and is thus incorporated once more into the kingdom of Honce-the-Bear. All of her monks, brothers and sisters alike, will be properly interrogated.”

“Brothers and sister, you mean,” Glendenhook said, wanting to score some point at least, in referring to the escape of the bulk of St. Gwendolyn’s monks.

But Duke Kalas merely smiled and motioned to a man at the side of the room, who immediately turned and pulled open a side door. Two soldiers came through, holding a battered Master Belasarus between them.

The monk was shaking his head and crying. “We tried,” he pleaded with Glendenhook. “They were waiting for us, just five miles up the coast.”

Glendenhook’s mouth drooped open, despite his desire to hold strong in the face of Duke Kalas.

Duke Kalas waved his hand and the soldiers dragged Belasarus back out of the room.

“Now, as I was saying,” the duke went on casually, “they will be interrogated and those who accept King Aydrian will find that he is a beneficent ruler.”

“And those who do not?”

“Will face the court of Abbot Olin, no doubt,” Kalas replied. “I care little.”

“And what of my fate?”

Duke Kalas looked away. “I sympathize with you. I truly do.”

To Glendenhook’s surprise, he found that he believed the man. “Then I am to face the wrath of Olin and De’Unnero as well.”

“Your unprovoked attack was made on an official of the State, not of the Church,” the duke replied, and he looked back at the doomed abbot. “You will be tried, of course, but you know, as do I, that such a trial is but a formality. There can be no doubt of your crime.”

Glendenhook’s gaze lowered.

“I might be willing to call for a finding of mitigating circumstances, lessening your sentence,” the duke offered, and Glendenhook looked back up at him.

“But in return, I would have to proclaim Aydrian as rightful king of Honce-the-Bear,” the abbot reasoned.

“That is the first part, yes.”

“You would demand of me that I support Abbot Olin and Marcalo De’Unnero?”

“I assure you that in doing so, you would alleviate much suffering that will soon befall your brethren,” the duke answered. “And if all of your foolish Church would cooperate, the kingdom would know less confusion and less war.”

Abbot Glendenhook thought on that for a few moments. “Perhaps there are some things worth dying for,” he said quietly.

“I bid you reconsider,” Duke Kalas replied. “For your own sake and for those who will errantly follow your lead to their deaths.”

Glendenhook sat back once again and closed his eyes, looking deep into his own heart and soul. He had never been the most pious of Abellican brothers, but rather, more of a pragmatist, as was his mentor, Father Abbot Bou-raiy. On the surface, this predicament seemed the epitome of such a dilemma, principle versus pragmatism, and for the first time in his life, Abbot Toussan Glendenhook felt himself truly tested at every level. This was the ultimate pragmatic moment, obviously, but so, too, the ultimate denial of his faith.

He thought of his true inspiration in life, Sovereign Sister Treisa, and answered with a voice strong in conviction.

“Build your gallows.”


Chapter 30
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The Apology

“YOU’RE A LONG WAY FROM HOME,” PONY REMARKED. THE WORDS JUST FELL OUT of her mouth in her astonishment at seeing Belli’mar Juraviel suddenly appearing at the entrance of the cave where she and Bradwarden had put up for the night. Outside a blizzard raged, wind blowing the snow sidelong and piling it high against the sides of trees and hills.

Pony’s remark was true enough, for they were far to the east of Dundalis now, and even that place was far from Juraviel’s home.

Juraviel trembled a bit, but did not reply.

Recovering from the shock of seeing Juraviel, Pony went on. “I believe that your Lady Dasslerond and I said all that needed to be said, Belli’mar Juraviel,” she said curtly, and she felt Bradwarden’s strong hand on her shoulder as she spoke.

“Easy, girl,” the centaur advised. “This one’s ever been yer friend.”

Pony turned on him sharply. “Enough of a friend to tell me of his Lady’s—”

Bradwarden stopped her by placing a finger over her pursed lips. “There’s something bigger amiss, unless I miss me guess,” he said softly, and he turned back to the obviously shaken Juraviel.

“The girl’s right, elf,” Bradwarden said to him. “Suren that ye’re a long way from yer home—farther than I’ve ever seen any elf wander in a long time, to tell the truth, unless ye’re lookin’ to find Andacanavar, yer ranger friend, out and about.”

Juraviel shook his head slowly.

“You came to see me, then,” Pony reasoned. “Well, know that I have nothing left to say to you or to any of the Touel’alfar. Of your people, I hold least enmity to you, but after what you did to me, I doubt that I could ever call you ‘friend’ again. Please begone.” As she spoke, the woman dropped her hand into her pouch of gemstones, preparing to defend herself should Juraviel or any other elf that might be hiding in the area make a move against her.

In response, Juraviel slowly lifted his hand and opened it, revealing the emerald gemstone that was the heart and soul of his people, and of Andur’Blough Inninness.

“Lady Dasslerond is no more,” he said softly.

Pony’s eyes widened and Bradwarden gasped.

“She gave herself to Andur’Blough Inninness, wrapping the valley in her life’s essence to shield it from searching eyes.”

“I would not have come back,” Pony stammered.

“Not yours.”

“Yer son,” Bradwarden reasoned. “Aye, but the new king went hunting for the elves that trained him!”

“Many of my people are dead at Aydrian’s hand,” Juraviel confirmed. “He marched to our valley with hundreds of warriors. We tried to stop him. We tried to defeat him, or turn him aside. But he is powerful. So powerful.”

“What are you saying?” Pony demanded. “Aydrian attacked?”

“We tried to turn him aside, to dissuade him from his designs of conquest,” Juraviel explained. “But he crushed our resistance through his power with the gemstones.”

“And so yer Lady went out to face him?” Bradwarden asked.

“She went out to deny him, in the only way she knew,” the elf explained. “She gave herself to this gemstone; and wrapped in her life’s essence, Andur’Blough Inninness is lost to the world until the conditions of her enchantment are met.”

“And Aydrian cannot break this enchantment?” the centaur asked. “Well, it seems he’s not all-powerful then!”

“He cannot,” Juraviel replied.

“Then why are you out here?” Pony asked. “Why isn’t Juraviel with the rest of his people in their hidden valley?”

“It is hidden from all, human and Touel’alfar alike,” he admitted, and that widened the eyes of both Pony and Bradwarden.

“A desperate enchantment indeed,” the centaur remarked.

“We are homeless, and hiding.”

“Out here?” Pony asked incredulously.

“I have come alone,” the elf explained. “The gemstone of the Touel’alfar holds many powers, including one that allows me to travel great distances quickly. Still, it has taken me several days to find you.”

“And now you have, and I bid you go away,” said Pony, and Bradwarden clasped her shoulder again and gave a squeeze.

The woman turned sharply on the centaur once more. “What do you expect of me?” she asked, then whirled back on Juraviel, her blue eyes clearly reflecting the anger and pain she felt at that moment. “And what do you expect of me?” she asked the elf. “I thought that you, above all your people, were my friend.”

“I was always your friend, Jilseponie,” Belli’mar Juraviel quietly replied.

“But you were always Touel’alfar first,” the woman snapped.

Juraviel lowered his gaze, conceding the point. “I erred,” he admitted.

“An apology from an elf ain’t no small thing,” Bradwarden said softly.

“An apology because he needs me now,” the woman reasoned. “Is that not so?” she asked Juraviel.

“Lady Jils—” Juraviel began, but he stopped short and took a deep breath. “Pony,” he corrected. “I come to you because it is right that I come to you. I should have come to you with news of Aydrian as soon as Markwart was thrown down and peace was restored to the land.”

“Yes, you should have.” There was no compromise in Pony’s stern tone.

“We all should have, and I spoke with my Lady Dasslerond more than once on that very subject,” Juraviel went on. “But we did not. It was her choice that Aydrian was the price of our involvement in aiding you and Elbryan against the errant Markwart.”

“Her price!” Pony roared.

“It was her choice to make, not mine. When one is appointed to rule Andur’Blough Inninness, she does so with advisement, perhaps, but not through a poll of her subjects. The rules were Lady Dasslerond’s to make, and mine to follow. You have known that about us for many years; never have I misled you on our rule. We are not a people who make our choices independently of Lady Dasslerond’s rule—not even my friend Tuntun who died beside you and Elbryan in the bowels of Mount Aida.”

The mention of Tuntun did set Pony back on her heels a bit, and stole a bit of her angry edge. Gallant Tuntun had given her life to save Pony and Elbryan, had offered herself up to a most horrible death to serve the greater cause of defeating the demon dactyl. The mere mention of her reminded Pony of all the good the Touel’alfar had done for her and for those she had loved. The elves had saved her and Elbryan on that terrible day three decades before when the goblins had overwhelmed Dundalis. The elves, particularly Belli’mar Juraviel, had been with her throughout her ordeals, and had indeed saved her life that fateful night on the field outside of Palmaris—and had saved Aydrian’s life as well.

“My Lady was wrong in her choices regarding your son,” Juraviel admitted. “She knew that before she gave her life. I apologize to you for her, as well as for myself. It will forever haunt Belli’mar Juraviel that he failed Pony as her friend.”

His words had Pony’s legs going weak under her. She knew that he meant them, profoundly, and saw the honest pain that was etched on his fair elven features.

“There is nothing that I can do now to undo that which has happened,” Juraviel went on. “But now we face—together, I hope—a trial as great as that brought upon us by the advent of the demon dactyl. Your son, this tyrant Aydrian, desires no less than did Bestesbulzibar.”

Pony slumped back against the wall and slid down to a sitting position. She noted that Bradwarden, hovering over her, silently asked her permission, and so she gave a slight nod.

“Well, ye might come in then outa the cold,” the centaur told the Touel’alfar. “I just bringed in some more logs and me friend here’s to get the fire blazing again soon enough.”

Juraviel moved in tentatively and sat down opposite the low-burning fire pit from Pony. They said nothing as Bradwarden dropped some more kindling on the coals and Pony took out her ruby gemstone and her serpentine. She brought a white-glowing shield up over her hand and forearm, then thrust the hand among the logs and called upon the powers of the ruby. In seconds, she had a fire blazing.

Then she sat back, her blue eyes staring at Juraviel above and through the leaping orange flames. She didn’t speak at all, and made no motion for him to do so.

And so they sat quietly for a long time, just getting the feel of one another again—as friends and not as enemies.

“Lady Dasslerond believed that your Aydrian was the only hope of our home,” Juraviel finally explained. “He alone could defeat the spreading rot of the demon dactyl, so she believed. And so she kept him as her weapon. In her mind, the Aydrian who was your son died that night on the field, and while you were saved, he was not. Not truly. What was taken from you was not your son, but rather the hope of Andur’Blough Inninness.

“I know that it must sound horrible to you to hear it put so callously,” Juraviel continued. “But you must understand that our entire existence is threatened. Even saying all of that, I tell you without condescension and without condition that my Lady was wrong in her assessment, and in trying to use any man in such a manner.”

“And we see the result.”

“Her price has been ultimate,” Juraviel reminded. “But now we must get beyond her grave error and salvage what is left of the world.” He gave a helpless little laugh—a curiously human gesture, and nothing Pony had never heard from him or any other elf before.

“The great irony here is that the root of my Lady’s error was my own doing, I fear,” Juraviel explained. “It was I who pushed Lady Dasslerond and my people too close to the affairs of humans. We became more involved than ever since the time of Terranen Dinoniel—and the world was certainly a different place back then. And now here I am, risen from the ashes of my ruined homeland, once again to interject myself and my people into the affairs of humans.”

“Instead of running away and hiding.”

“Indeed,” the elf agreed. “We could do that. We have found our kin, the Doc’alfar, and they have extended their hand to us. We could allow Andur’Blough Inninness to fade from our memories, and find a new way and a new life far removed from Aydrian and Jilseponie and all other humans.”

“Then why are you here?”

“Because he’s knowing that yer Aydrian, this thing yer Aydrian has become, was partly the doing o’ him and his kin,” Bradwarden reasoned.

Pony regarded the centaur, then slowly turned back to regard the diminutive figure sitting across the fire.

“He speaks the truth, my friend,” Juraviel answered her unspoken question. “We of the Touel’alfar bear great responsibility for King Aydrian and the monster he has become. And so I come to you, out of mutual need, and offer to you my services.”

“The armies of humans are vast,” Pony reasoned. “And if Aydrian is as powerful with the gemstones as we believe, he would seem unstoppable.” She gave a little shrug. “My people will survive the tempest that is Aydrian. The human lands will go on long after he is dead, long after we are all dead. Your own numbers, though, are diminished, by your own admission. Go and hide, Juraviel—I tell you that as your friend. Go and hide your people away. Your warriors are magnificent, I agree, but you do not number enough to offer any true advantage to our cause. We will win or we will lose, and not a hundred elves could possibly tilt the balance.”

“I do not intend to throw my warriors in battle before your Aydrian ever again,” the elf agreed. “We cannot afford to lose many more, else we will cease to exist altogether!”

“Then what’re ye to offer?” asked Bradwarden.

Juraviel again held aloft the emerald. “You have allies,” he explained. “There lives in To-gai, south of the mountains, a ranger trained by me, the warrior woman named Brynn Dharielle, who has risen to lead the To-gai-ru to freedom from their Behrenese oppressors. Even now, Aydrian has reached southward to Behren, and even now, my couriers are advising Brynn to oppose him.”

“There’s the first glimmer I heared in a bit,” Bradwarden said hopefully, and he nudged Pony.

“With this gemstone, I can travel great distances in a short time,” Juraviel explained, holding forth the emerald once more. “I can take few others with me, and so I will be of little help in moving armies or the like. But in securing a line of communication between those who would oppose Aydrian, and in scouting the movements of Aydrian’s forces, we Touel’alfar are without equal.”

Pony stared at him while she digested the information, and while the potential gain to her cause began to blossom in her thoughts. She had understood the desperation of her situation in coming to Vanguard in search of Prince Midalis. She knew that it was likely that Aydrian had already grown too strong to be supplanted by Midalis, even with her support.

But now this. Now the possibility of finding all the loose threads opposing Aydrian and weaving them into a single force …

“I accept your apology, Belli’mar Juraviel,” the woman remarked quietly. “Help me. Help me make the world as it was.”

“And help you to defeat your son?” the elf reasoned.

Those words stung Pony’s sensibilities despite her logical agreement, and she knew not from where her response came, “Help me to save my son.”

She saw the look of concern shared by Juraviel and Bradwarden at that curious reply, and she understood that look better than she understood her own reasoning.

Still, the woman did not back down from her impetuous statement.

For if she surrendered hope itself, there would remain nothing else.


Chapter 31
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Lining Up

AIDED BY AYDRIAN’S USE OF THE GEMSTONES, THEIR JOURNEY HAD BEEN SWIFT, even against the cold winds of winter. Despite that, the returning soldiers and the king who led them were all relieved to see again the walls of Palmaris that cold and wintry day near the end of the second month of God’s Year 847.

Riding before the column, the first thing Aydrian noticed was that the wall was manned by Ursal soldiers, his loyal Kingsmen. “Marcalo has held Palmaris strong, it would seem,” the young king remarked to Sadye, who rode at his side.

“Could we have expected any less of him?” Sadye asked.

Aydrian slowed his mount and turned a suspicious glance at her.

“What?” Sadye prompted.

“You still love him.”

Sadye looked back to Palmaris and gave a halfhearted shrug. “My respect for him has not diminished—should it have?”

Now it was Aydrian’s turn to look ahead to the city and shrug.

“You’ve placed Marcalo in a position of great importance to the security and expansion of your kingdom,” the woman went on. “Why?”

When Aydrian didn’t immediately answer, she did it for him. “Because you know of his value. You even got Abbot Olin out of the way, because you understand that having Marcalo De’Unnero as the Father Abbot of the Abellican Church will ensure the security of the throne. He is no less ambitious than you—it is just that his ambitions are now more tightly focused.”

“You still love him.”

“If I do, it is because I still respect him and his ambitions. And so do you.”

That last statement brought their gazes back together. “We have no room for jealousy here,” Sadye said quietly to him. “Not from you, and not from Marcalo. Though, of course, you will hold so many of his desires as a great sword over his head that he will have no choice but to hide away any jealousy he might hold.”

“If he has known Sadye as I have, he would have no greater desire than to hold her,” Aydrian said, lowering his gaze to the road ahead.

Sadye’s burst of laughter spun him about immediately.

“The words of a boy,” the bard explained, and she continued to chuckle. “Tell me, Aydrian Boudabras, who will rule all the world: Would you give it all up? Would you forsake your plans and abdicate your kingdom if I asked it of you? I could promise you in exchange all the love you desire and more.”

Aydrian just continued to stare at her, not sure how to react.

“Would you?” the woman demanded.

Again, when Aydrian didn’t respond, Sadye answered for him. “Of course you would not! There are different layers of desires. So many men become trapped in their immediate needs that they cannot look ahead to a greater future road. Neither you nor Marcalo De’Unnero is among that shortsighted breed. Yes, there will be anger between you two when Marcalo learns that I have moved from his side to yours, but that tension will not threaten the greater goals you both seek. At least, I hope it will not.”

Aydrian said nothing, but picked up the pace again, leading his force to the city’s western gate, bringing them under the comforting and distracting sound of the cheers of their comrades.

He was not the first of his people to walk among the To-gai-ru, but Lozan Duk felt the many stares upon him as he was escorted across the city of Dharyan-Dharielle to the palace of the Dragon of To-gai.

He walked into the grand structure, along hallways tastefully decorated, but not overdone with fineries, as was the reputed way of most human rulers. Tapestries lined the corridors, with statues and pedestals set before them. Golden bowls placed upon those pedestals were filled with the most precious commodity of this arid region, water, and from the splash marks and footprints, Lozan Duk could tell that visitors were welcomed to move up and refresh themselves. On both sides a long window, filled with multicolored glass, lined the top of the corridor’s walls, and sun rays streaming through splashed the light tiles of the floor with rose and blues and greens.

At the end of one long hall and through great double doors, Lozan Duk looked again on the strange woman who had accompanied the Tylwyn Tou traveler through Tymwyvenne years before. It struck him how greatly Brynn Dharielle had grown in those few years. Physically, she seemed much the same petite and beautiful young woman he had known, but in her light brown eyes, Lozan Duk now saw the depth of wisdom and a simmer of determination where before he had seen only the sparkle of youthful innocence. He was glad to see that she was not prettily dressed, obscuring her natural grace and beauty beneath outrageous headdresses or voluminous and gaudy robes, as was the case with much of the human hierarchy.

Her smile, one of inviting warmth, would have seemed far less so under the weight of such a disguise.

“Greetings, Brynn Dharielle,” the elf said in his native tongue, one that was not far removed from the language Brynn had learned in her years with the Touel’alfar.

“It is good that you have come,” Brynn replied, the flow of her words a bit more stilted. “My heart is gladdened to see the face of an old friend.”

Lozan Duk waited a moment while Brynn turned to the middle-aged man standing beside her throne and whispered to him, apparently translating.

“I had thought your kingdom secured,” the elf said when she turned back to him. “Surprised I am to find an army sitting outside your walls.”

“It is a long and complicated story,” Brynn replied. “One that may concern you, or may not, depending on why you have journeyed so far.”

“To bring you tidings of the lands north of the mountains,” the elf explained. “Much has happened.”

Brynn translated quickly to Pagonel, then sat quiet and bade Lozan Duk to continue.

“Your friend Aydrian has assumed the throne of the northern kingdom,” Lozan Duk told her.

“That is already known to me. He reaches his arms out to our neighboring kingdom of Behren, as well, coming openly as a friend, but in reality, I fear, as a conqueror.”

“Know that your fears are justified,” the elf explained. “Aydrian marched his army west to the land of the Tylwyn Tou.”

Brynn’s eyes widened and she gasped.

“He defeated Lady Dasslerond herself; and in her death, she has sealed away her valley from all, even her own people. It was Belli’mar Juraviel who sent me to you to warn you of Aydrian’s imperialistic bent. Know beyond doubt, Brynn Dharielle, that your friend of old is now no friend to either Tylwyn Doc or Tylwyn Tou.”

“Then your people stand beside your cousins?” Brynn asked after translating the news to Pagonel.

“We are one people again, under the leadership of both King Eltiraaz and Belli’mar Juraviel.” He held forth his hand, palm up and showing a large blue sapphire. “The gemstone of my people, sister stone to the emerald that held within it the heart of Andur’Blough Inninness. King Eltiraaz and Lady Dasslerond united the stones once more, as they united our peoples. With this gem, Belli’mar Juraviel, who now wields the emerald, and I can find each other from across the known world.”

Brynn, somehow not overly surprised, accepted the words without question and turned to explain them to Pagonel, who did indeed seem more than a little curious and impressed.

“The Tylwyn people are on the run,” Lozan Duk told them, changing the subject as he stowed away his precious stone. “We are in hiding from Aydrian’s hunters, and while I was sent south to find you, Belli’mar Juraviel has gone north and east in search of Jilseponie, Aydrian’s mother. Many have been set about as scouts, for it is our hope that we will serve as the communication between those who must oppose King Aydrian.”

“But how long has passed since the fall of Lady Dasslerond?” Brynn asked. “Even if you and your cousins were to stretch your line from Dharyan-Dharielle all the way to the far north, the news will not travel quickly.”

“Lady Dasslerond fell just over two weeks ago,” Lozan Duk explained.

“Then how …”

“The emerald Belli’mar Juraviel holds facilitates his travel—and my own! I was on the southern edge of the Path of Starless Night when he found me from my call, only two days ago. I had come south to meet this dragon, Agradeleous; but alas, the great wurm was not in his lair.”

“He is here.”

That brought a smile to the pale face of the Doc’alfar. “Belli’mar Juraviel told me of the dire news in the north, and of the danger that is Aydrian, and bade me come here to find you and tell you that we will not forsake you and your people at this dark hour.”

“Two days ago?” Brynn asked. “The Path of Starless Night is a week’s march.”

“Belli’mar Juraviel took me with him through use of his magical gemstone,” Lozan Duk explained. “I would have arrived before dusk yesterday, but Belli’mar Juraviel put me down outside your city, neither of us knowing that an army had encircled the place. It took me all the night to weave my way through the human soldiers.”

Brynn translated it all to Pagonel, then sat back to digest the information. “It would seem that all of my worst fears of Aydrian are true,” she said to Pagonel.

“Abbot Olin seems more the emissary and less the rogue, then,” the mystic replied. He put a hand up to stroke Brynn’s black hair, prompting her to look directly at him.

“There is a great sadness in you,” Pagonel remarked.

“You did not know Andur’Blough Inninness,” Brynn explained, “and thus you cannot understand the significance of its passing. And you did not know Lady Dasslerond. In truth, she was more of a mother …”

Brynn’s voice broke apart, and she sucked in a deep breath and shook her head. She tried to steady herself, knowing that she had to be strong, that she would likely face some serious challenges even beyond the army that now laid siege to her city. But even as she tried to steel herself, Lozan Duk’s words began to sink in even deeper. Images of her youthful days beside Dasslerond and the elves came flooding back to her, and she had to bring one hand to her face to find enough focus so that she did not begin sobbing openly.

Finally, she caught enough of her breath to instruct her guards to show Lozan Duk to a comfortable room, then to explain to the Doc’alfar that she would call on him shortly.

“You wish to be alone?” Pagonel asked her quietly as the elf departed.

Brynn started to answer that she did, but she thought it over and realized otherwise. “Come with me,” she bade her dearest and most trusted friend and advisor. “Hold me when I need you to, and listen to my tales of Lady Dasslerond and Andur’Blough Inninness.”

Pagonel nodded and moved around the arm of the chair, taking Brynn’s hand and helping her to her feet.

Before they had even reached her private rooms, the Dragon of To-gai had already begun an animated telling of some of her fondest memories of her years among the elves.

They plodded through the deep snow uncomplaining, with Bradwarden leading the way and piping his songs, and Pony and Symphony following close behind.

Far ahead, Belli’mar Juraviel ran atop the snow with hardly an effort, and every so often he stopped and called back to them, correcting their course. He had already used his emerald to locate Prince Midalis and his entourage, and had meant to take Pony and the centaur to the prince through the same magical means. But to the relief of them all, Juraviel had found that Midalis was not so far away—less than a day’s march.

Pony’s delight at seeing her old friend was only heightened when she at last entered the small cottage he was using as his temporary quarters to find another old and dear friend standing beside him.

“All the grim tidings diminish against the splendor of your arrival, dear Jilseponie,” Prince Midalis said, and he sprang from his chair and swept around the desk, wrapping Pony in the tightest of hugs.

“You’ve heard of my son, then, and his march across the kingdom that should be your own,” Pony replied.

Prince Midalis pulled back from her and turned to the grinning man standing at the side of the room. “Good Captain Al’u’met took upon himself and his crew great risks to sail across the Gulf of Corona even as winter was settling in. A gale could have swamped them, but they pressed on anyway, in the knowledge that it was critical to deliver the tidings from Abbot Braumin of St. Precious.”

“Though I fear that good Braumin is no longer in that position,” Al’u’met put in. “The army of Aydrian approached Palmaris even as I sailed, and we have reason to believe that the city was overrun in short order.”

Pony nodded.

“Because the fleet of Ursal—a portion of it, at least—has sailed past the city and into the gulf.” Prince Midalis added. “A flight ship from Pireth Dancard arrived only three weeks ago, after having been pursued nearly halfway across the northern stretches of the gulf. Had not a storm arisen, she would have been caught by the pursuing warships—warships flying a pennant that showed both the bear rampant and the tiger rampant. Apparently, this perversion is the flag of Aydrian Boudabras.”

“Boudabras,” Pony whispered, the first time she had heard that name.

“An elvish word,” Bradwarden explained. “The word of a great storm, maelstrom.”

“How fitting,” Prince Midalis said dryly.

“We will have a difficult time of discerning exactly how much of the land, and sea, Aydrian has secured,” Pony reasoned. She looked all about, settling on a view outside the window, where the snow had begun to fall once more. “I know not this town. How far from Vanguard are we?”

“A week’s march,” Midalis explained. “The ground is defensible here, and here, we are already well on our way to Palmaris.”

“You expect to begin your counterattack there?”

“It seems the logical choice.”

“Logical and obvious, to young Aydrian as well, not for doubting,” Bradwarden interjected.

“I do not have a fleet that can match that of Ursal,” Prince Midalis retorted, and the desperation and frustration was clear in his voice. “The land route to my throne goes through Palmaris, and so through Palmaris I must go.”

The centaur gave a polite bow.

Pony glanced at the other three in the room in turn, settling on Bradwarden for a bit, silently asking him for agreement, and when he nodded his understanding, she turned directly to Midalis. “We found you with help from another friend,” she explained. “A powerful ally to our cause. You know of the Touel’alfar?”

The prince’s expression grew curious indeed, his gray eyes, telltale as a mark of the line of Ursal, widening considerably.

“They will scout the lands for us,” Pony explained. “They have ways to determine the movements of all. With the help of the elves, we will discover the vulnerable areas in Aydrian’s line, perhaps.”

“Even if this is true—and it is welcome news indeed!—our options remain limited,” Prince Midalis answered. “If we are to take the war to Aydrian, then we must march south, and it will be of no small consequence to pass by Palmaris. Over the weeks, my scouts and commanders have given me much insight, and I have found but three choices, and three hopes. The first is that Aydrian will choose to divide the kingdom, with him taking the region south and west of the gulf, and leaving Vanguard alone.”

“It’s not what we’re seein’ from him,” the centaur remarked.

“The second is that he will choose to attack Vanguard, either by land or by sea,” Midalis went on. “In either case, he will find the fighting difficult, for I, too, have discovered an ally. I have set my army west of Vanguard, defending against any land invasion, though I do not expect one in the throes of winter. The city of Vanguard is well defended, as well, and we could return there quickly, if needed. But again, it would be of great fortune to us should Aydrian decide to sail the gulf in this season. Likely, more than half his forces would be taken to the bottom.”

“He’ll not come north until St.-Mere-Abelle is conquered, I would guess, and that will be no easy task,” Pony agreed.

“And just north of Vanguard city, and to the east, my ally has encamped, and they will defend my land as fiercely as my own subjects.”

“Andacanavar has come to your aid,” Pony reasoned.

“And Bruinhelde,” Midalis explained. “I do not expect that they will march with me when I go south to dislodge King Aydrian, but if he brings the battle to Vanguard, he will find my army strengthened by my loyal neighbors from the north.”

“And what’re ye to do if word comes from Aydrian that he’s givin’ ye yer kingdom north o’ the gulf, and that he’s takin’ all the rest?” Bradwarden asked.

The prince squared his shoulders, seeming every bit the man, the king, that his brother had been before him. “Honce-the-Bear is my kingdom, not Vanguard,” he said. “I deny Aydrian’s claim, and will fight him to my death or his own.” As he finished, he looked at Pony and winced, perhaps only then realizing to whom he was speaking.

But then Pony dismissed that tentative look by saying, “And I will fight beside you, to the bitter end.”

“Let us plan our first moves, then,” said Midalis.

“Belli’mar Juraviel of the Touel’alfar is already on the move,” Pony informed him. “His scouts will scour the land in short order. We will have one advantage in this battle for your kingdom, that of information.” She turned to Al’u’met, a wry grin suddenly spreading on her fair face. “Tell me of Pireth Dancard, good Captain. Take me to the sea and point out the direction.”

“What’re ye thinkin’, lass?” Bradwarden asked.

Pony’s response came through a wicked smile. “I’m thinking that we should find every loose thread that Aydrian shows around the edges of his blanketing army and tug them hard until the whole of it unravels.”

Most of all, the city seemed secure. Soldiers marched along the streets in orderly fashion, and the walls were thick with sentries. Defensive fortifications were under construction at every point along the wall, including many new catapults and ballistae.

Aydrian could hardly contain his smile as he moved through the streets of tamed Palmaris, to the cheers of soldier and townsman alike.

“Marcalo has done a magnificent job in putting the city in line, it would seem,” Sadye was happy to say at his side.

Aydrian didn’t answer, but just kept looking around at the beehive of activity that was Palmaris. He and his charges made their way to the eastern end of the city, to the great square outside of St. Precious, where Aydrian’s commanders put the soldiers in line, rank upon rank.

The doors to the great abbey creaked open and Marcalo De’Unnero came forth, flanked by a dozen Abellican monks. He walked up to stand right before the king, who dismounted.

“Welcome back to your city, King Aydrian,” De’Unnero said when the cheering of the multitudes gathering about the square had at last ended. “You will find Palmaris most accommodating, I assure you.”

“Accommodating and secure,” Aydrian replied.

“More so than ever before,” the monk said with great pride and great conviction. “The garrison has spent the entirety of the season at work in preparing the defenses. Should our enemies choose to march south to this city, they will find the place a singular fortress designed to hold them back.”

“Any word from Duke Kalas?” Aydrian asked.

“He has pushed across the breadth of the land, and last word had him fast approaching St. Gwendolyn,” De’Unnero replied. “And his army has swelled to many times its size, with new recruits rushing in to join in the glory of King Aydrian.”

Aydrian beamed and looked to Sadye, who verily glowed at the news. “And what of the Church?” he asked.

“When St. Gwendolyn falls, if it has not already, then there will remain but two opposing abbeys: St.-Mere-Abelle and St. Belfour of Vanguard,” the monk replied. He wasn’t looking at Aydrian as he spoke, however, but rather at Sadye, who continued to stare at her liege, offering a look that was not hard to read.

Aydrian hesitated a moment to take note of De’Unnero’s shifting expression as the monk looked over the woman. “Duke Kalas will turn his march to St.-Mere-Abelle as soon as St. Gwendolyn is secured?” the young king asked, thinking it wise to distract the monk at that moment.

De’Unnero looked at him and blinked a few times, as if coming back to the situation at hand. “He will,” the monk stammered. “Of course he will. As we determined.”

De’Unnero’s gaze went immediately back to the woman.

“Let us continue this in the warmth of your private quarters,” Aydrian bade, and he turned to his commanders. “Dismiss the troops. Give them two days to rest and warm their bones, and then join in with the work already at hand here in Palmaris. I will not leave this city to be plucked from my grasp by the eager Midalis, but I expect to be on the road as soon as the weather begins its turn to spring. We will meet up with Duke Kalas in the southland, and then march together to the gates of St.-Mere-Abelle.” He turned back to De’Unnero as he again made pointed reference to that most coveted prize. “Father Abbot Bou-raiy will open those gates, or we will knock them down.”

The two men sat together in a small room a short while later. Sadye had moved to join in, but Aydrian had dismissed her, telling her to go to Chasewind Manor and find some much-deserved rest. She had tried to argue, but only briefly, before Aydrian had fixed her with a glare that had told her there would be no debate on this matter.

So he sat alone with De’Unnero, and he felt the keen tension within the man, a mixture of eagerness and anger.

“I have begun training on nearly fourscore new monks,” De’Unnero explained, pacing back and forth in front of the blazing hearth while Aydrian reclined in a comfortable chair. “This war will no doubt deplete the Abellican ranks by more than half, and I intend to fill those positions quickly and efficiently. And I assure you, all of my monks are being trained in the gemstones from the start of their duties. I will have enough magical power ready to help counter the barrage we will no doubt face at the hands of the brothers of St.-Mere-Abelle.”

“Well thought out,” Aydrian replied. “As were your decisions to fortify the city. I plan to march with you to St.-Mere-Abelle; indeed, I plan to knock down those gates myself, if need be. But perhaps it will not come to that. Perhaps I can persuade Abbot Braumin to serve as an emissary, even if I have to take his body as my own.”

The young king didn’t miss the cloud that suddenly crossed De’Unnero’s face.

“You’ve killed him,” Aydrian reasoned.

“He escaped,” De’Unnero corrected. “A friend rescued him, though at the cost of his own freedom.”

“A friend?”

“Roger Lockless, companion of your mother,” the monk explained. “I have thrown him in a deep dungeon. He is likely already dead, but if not, then he surely wishes that he was.”

Aydrian shook his head and tried hard, but futilely, to hide his mounting anger.

“But it has proven a fair trade, I believe, for Roger Lockless was once the baron of Palmaris, and can be used as easily as was Abbot Braumin to keep the people of the city in proper order. And the man brought information with him of the whereabouts of our most dangerous enemy, the one you allowed to walk out of Ursal.”

Aydrian smiled at the monk’s unrelenting sarcasm concerning his mother. “If my mother is our most dangerous enemy, then the kingdom is already mine, I would say.”

“She moved north from the city before our arrival, to Dundalis, likely,” De’Unnero explained. “But she is gone from there, I believe, and on the road to the east. She seeks Midalis.”

“Then let her die in his arms.”

“Take heed of her, for the people love her,” De’Unnero warned. “And she is no minor force, trained in both the blade and the gemstones.”

“And I have slain her trainer,” Aydrian said.

“Elbryan was her trainer, and I claim that kill,” the monk corrected.

“His trainer, then,” Aydrian agreed.

“Ah, so you found your Lady Dasslerond and her people.”

“The Touel’alfar will be of no consequence to my reign—those Touel’alfar who remain alive, that is.”

De’Unnero stared at him for a long time, and Aydrian saw the sincere admiration on the man’s face. “Still,” the monk said, “we should not take Jilseponie and Midalis lightly.”

“And I do not,” Aydrian assured him. “It would seem that we have but one more obstacle in our path to claiming all of the southern kingdom, that of St.-Mere-Abelle. She will stand strong against us, I am certain, but at the least, we will damage and demoralize her, and hole her monks up tight behind their walls. When Midalis comes, if he is so foolish, then St.-Mere-Abelle will be of little help to him. Your Palmaris must only hold him back for the week it will take us to swing our army back here across the river and properly destroy the line of Ursal.”

“Easily achieved with but a few thousand warriors,” De’Unnero assured him. “Little magical power will accompany Midalis, other than that of your mother.”

“And if Midalis does not come, then we will play the waiting game, finishing off St.-Mere-Abelle before turning our eyes to the region north of the gulf,” Aydrian replied. “Perhaps we will have to wait until the spring of next year to begin that final march, but with all the southern kingdom secured, and Behren added to our hold, we will only grow stronger while Midalis hides among his tall trees. The ending, it would seem, is inevitable.”

“We always knew that it would be,” said De’Unnero.

Aydrian waited for the monk to stop pacing long enough to look at him directly. “You will soon enough become Father Abbot,” he said.

“I already am,” De’Unnero countered. “St.-Mere-Abelle is isolated, if Duke Kalas completed his march, and I cannot believe that he has not. No abbey of southern Honce-the-Bear is any longer aligned with the mother abbey and Fio Bou-raiy. He has lost before St.-Mere-Abelle even falls.”

“Then I salute you, Father Abbot De’Unnero,” Aydrian said. “Perhaps we should hold a formal ceremony announcing your ascent before we march upon St.-Mere-Abelle.”

De’Unnero paused for a bit, then nodded.

“So tell me of your new Church,” Aydrian prompted. “You will not endorse the final canonization of Saint Avelyn, I would guess.”

“Of course not.”

“And you will return the Abellican Order to its cloistered roots, where the sacred gemstones are held tight by the brethren alone and their magics are not so openly offered to the common peasants?”

“Of course, as you already know,” De’Unnero said. “Indeed, in your absence, my brothers have collected many of the gemstones from the folk of Palmaris—reimbursing them, of course, as we discussed. The old order is already returning to the land, elevating the Church above the ordinary, as it once was. But you know all of this, so why do you ask?”

Aydrian stared at him long and hard, locking the monk’s gaze with his own. “I sent Sadye to Chasewind Manor,” he said bluntly. “There she will remain. With me.”

De’Unnero narrowed his eyes, sucked in his breath, and stood very still, his hands clenched at his sides.

“I offer her back to you,” the young king said. “Wholly. But only if you are willing to forsake that other prize you so crave.”

“Take care your words,” De’Unnero warned.

Aydrian rose from his chair and calmly walked to the hearth, pointedly putting his back to the monk, showing De’Unnero that he did not fear him in the least. “I am quite beyond you now. You know this. You desired the Abellican Order, and I have delivered it to you.” He turned about to face the monk. “To you alone. How convenient, was it not, that I sent Abbot Olin south to the land he most desired?”

“And in exchange, you take my wife?”

“I did not take anything that was not offered,” Aydrian replied.

De’Unnero started forward, as if to attack, but stopped himself abruptly.

Aydrian did not even make a move to defend himself.

“Allow her to become queen of Honce-the-Bear,” Aydrian said. “You know that she desires such. Of course, she does! And why should she not? I have my kingdom, I give to you yours. What life will Sadye know at your side? That of a secret consort, to be whispered about and gossiped over by every other brother of the Abellican Order, and by the peasants, as well. What life is that for the woman who has served us both so brilliantly?”

De’Unnero trembled as he stood there, hardly seeming mollified.

“But it is not your choice, after all,” Aydrian went on. “Nor is it mine. It is Sadye’s to make, and so she has. Now I ask you to let her go without penalty. Fondly hold those times that you had side by side, my friend, but recognize the truth. Your position has outgrown her. You cannot lead the Church in its former image and glory if you openly hold a wife!

“Be sensible, my friend! You are stepping into a most delicate situation. Obviously so! You would so risk everything to hold Sadye at your side?”

“And if I would?” the monk spat.

“Then I would sooner make peace with Fio Bou-raiy than elevate such a fool to the position of leader of the Church of Honce-the-Bear,” Aydrian bluntly replied. “This is no idle threat, Marcalo De’Unnero. You desire the Church, and I hope to give it to you. But if you will not hold fast your responsibility above all else, then I will not deliver St.-Mere-Abelle!” He drifted forward as he spoke, so that he and De’Unnero were face-to-face, barely an inch apart. “Choose wisely.”

Aydrian clearly recognized the hatred that De’Unnero masked and the tension in the man’s arms that revealed his desire to reach up and throttle Aydrian where he stood.

But Aydrian knew that the monk would not strike out at him, for Aydrian understood the truth of Marcalo De’Unnero’s heart.

St.-Mere-Abelle would be his bride.


Chapter 32
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The First Nibble

WHAT STRUCK PONY MOST ABOUT PIRETH VANGUARD, THE CITY OF HONCE-THE-BEAR’S prince for so many years, was how small the place truly was. It didn’t even seem a city by the standards of the woman who had lived the majority of her life in Ursal and Palmaris, but rather, a village surrounding a castle fortress set at the head of a sheltered bay, overlooking many long docks and wharves. There were outlying farms, but they were not huge, unlike those outside of Palmaris. Neither were the roads truly definable structures. They were cart paths and nothing more, and seemed as if they were often and easily redefinable.

Pony had once served in the Coastpoint Guards and had spent considerable time at Pireth Tulme, the southernmost of the three fortresses—Tulme, Dancard, and Vanguard—that protected the Gulf of Corona. Vanguard was surely larger than that guard tower. But still, Pony had always imagined Pireth Vanguard to be much grander than this, along the lines of Palmaris, perhaps, with a great seaside castle surrounded by many streets and houses. How surprised and dismayed she was when Prince Midalis had explained to her that the population of all of Vanguard, this vast stretch of forested land, was not equal to that of Palmaris city alone. Given that, she had to wonder how they could hope to mount any kind of a threat against Aydrian, who controlled nearly all of the southland?

The other thing that Pony noticed when she, Bradwarden, Prince Midalis, Captain Al’u’met, and Abbot Haney of St. Belfour entered Pireth Vanguard, was that the docks were nearly free of vessels. In fact, the only ship of any note that was in dock was Captain Al’u’met’s Saudi Jacintha, and she was fully crewed, with sails untied should she need to put out fast.

“We must be ready to strike camp and march quickly as soon as the weather breaks,” Prince Midalis opened when the group settled into one of the large tower rooms overlooking the harbor.

“In whichever direction Juraviel’s telling us to strike,” Bradwarden added.

The talk became more of the same planning that they had gone over before, and Pony tuned out of the discussion rather quickly, after inquiring of Abbot Haney about the health of Master Dellman, an old friend who had stood with her and Elbryan and Braumin Herde in the last days of Markwart.

“He is well,” Abbot Haney had replied. “Though he fears for his old friend, Abbot Braumin.”

As did they all, Pony mused, knowing full well the grave implications of having Marcalo De’Unnero returned to Palmaris. She put those dark thoughts out of mind quickly, though, and forced herself to focus on the situation at hand. They had to find a way to strike and strike hard, to win some early decisive victories against Aydrian so that Prince Midalis could gain credibility with the common folk of Honce-the-Bear once more. As long as Aydrian seemed in complete control, Pony knew, it would be impossible to drum up any undercurrent of support for the rightful successor to her late husband.

The meeting was short, as they had little to truly discuss until they had some better idea of their enemy’s positioning. But even as Prince Midalis began to call for its end, a trio of other guests arrived, which changed the complexion of the place considerably.

“Greetings to you, fair Queen Jilseponie,” said Liam O’Blythe, the close friend of Prince Midalis. He wasn’t nearly as imposing a figure as Midalis, with his short red hair and slender frame, and a smile that always seemed about to erupt across his freckled face.

Pony gave him a warm look.

“By the gods of the high mountains, it is good to see you once more, my old friend!” boomed the second of the newcomers, the giant Alpinadoran ranger, Andacanavar. He strode into the room, moving right to Pony, and wrapped her in a great and warm hug. “Even though it seems that trouble’s always not far behind you!”

He pushed Pony back to arm’s length and the two shared warm smiles, and Pony turned to regard Bruinhelde, the Alpinadoran leader who had done so much good for his people in the time of the rosy plague. These two strong and visionary men had put aside their race’s typical mistrust of anyone who was not Alpinadoran, and had led their people in great numbers to Mount Aida in the days of the plague, saving perhaps a devastating secondary outbreak in the cold northern kingdom. The last time Pony had seen the pair was at her wedding to King Danube, when Andacanavar and Bruinhelde had accompanied Prince Midalis to the ceremony, arriving unexpectedly to the delight of both Pony and Danube.

And now here they were once again, with a large number of their warriors camped to the east and north. What a testament to Prince Midalis, Pony thought, that he had so strengthened the bond between Vanguard and Alpinador, two traditional enemies.

“So it’s your boy who’s bringing all this trouble, I’m hearing,” Andacanavar remarked. “A boy trained by the Touel’alfar.”

“A boy … a young man,” Pony corrected, “who has recently exacted his revenge upon the fair folk of Andur’Blough Inninness.”

Andacanavar’s bright blue eyes narrowed suspiciously.

“Lady Dasslerond is dead,” Pony admitted. “And her people are on the run, locked from their valley by the same desperate enchantment that Dasslerond used to keep Aydrian from burning the place down.”

The barbarian ranger did a good job of keeping his expression calm and controlled, but Pony sensed the sudden surge of rage within him, an anger clear to her from the man’s great hands that were still clamped upon her shoulders. Andacanavar had seen seven full decades of life and more, but there remained within him a strength that was frightening indeed!

“Your friendship with these strange creatures you call Touel’alfar has ever been a curiosity to me,” Bruinhelde said to Andacanavar, and his command of the common Honce-the-Bear tongue surprised Pony. “What does this mean to you, my friend?”

“It means that this King Aydrian has stepped beyond the bounds,” the ranger grimly replied. He looked from Bruinhelde to Prince Midalis. “I am here as your ally. We came from Alpinador to support our friend. But know now that this has gone beyond that call.” The giant man turned back to Pony. “Your son has made of me a mortal enemy. Understand this.”

Despite her determination to see Aydrian taken down and Prince Midalis restored to his birthright, the words still stung Pony. For in looking at the determination and outrage simmering behind those bright blue eyes of the giant ranger, she could well envision the death of Aydrian.

But she could not refute Andacanavar’s words, for he was a ranger, elven-trained, a student of Dasslerond and her people. Would not her dear dead husband Elbryan similarly do battle on behalf of Andur’Blough Inninness, as fiercely as his father and Pony’s own father had defended Dundalis from the goblin hordes those decades before?

Pony offered a nod to Andacanavar, and felt his iron grip relax a bit.

With the arrival of the Alpinadorans, Prince Midalis called the group back to order, wanting to fill in the newest arrivals on all the details thus far. Pony excused herself, though, and allowed one of the prince’s guards to escort her to a small private room.

She knew that it was time for her to do a bit of scouting on her own.

Pony went back through that same room, her spirit flying free of her body, a short while later. Only Bradwarden and Andacanavar seemed to sense her presence as she passed by them, crossing through the stone wall as if it were as insubstantial as smoke, and out into the open air.

A storm was brewing, with cold sleet lashing the tower walls and the ground, but it was of no concern to the spirit of Pony, any more than the minor inconvenience that it reduced the visibility to her spirit eyes.

Using Captain Al’u’met’s directions, the woman lined herself up on the docks of Vanguard, then rushed away over the open water, flying straight and flying fast across the miles. She moved up high as she flew to widen her perspective, and a short while later, she saw the dark island and tower of Pireth Dancard.

She moved in fast, flying low and circling the island, to see the fifteen warships of Earl DePaunch. Twelve were moored offshore, not far from the dock area. Two others, apparently under repair, were tied up to the docks and heavy with guide ropes and canvas. The last was nearly out of the water altogether, up on great skids to the side of the dock. She had been severely damaged, obviously, and a good deal of her decking was missing, along with one of her masts.

Pony went out to the dozen seaworthy vessels and flew onto one and then another, even searching belowdecks. As she had expected, they were nearly deserted, with all the crews ashore, buttoned up tight against the continuing wintry weather.

Pony went ashore as well, sweeping through the town, then the fortified keep itself. No small force had come to Dancard, she realized, and once more she was reminded of the daunting task that lay before her and Prince Midalis. If the prince took his entire fleet and entire army south to Dancard, he would find himself in a brutal battle indeed—and this was a tiny fraction, no doubt, of the forces Aydrian had mustered. Yet even this small force might hold Prince Midalis at bay.

Pony began to feel the weariness of the gemstone use profoundly then. She hadn’t used the stones much in the last years and had almost forgotten how taxing extended spirit-walking could be. She left Pireth Dancard in a rush, sweeping back to the north and her waiting body.

When she was back in her corporeal form, she wanted nothing more than to curl up and go to sleep. But she knew that her information should be passed along at once, and so she dragged herself out of her room and back to the conference room, where the others were still gathered, though now they were eating and drinking more than discussing any strategy.

All eyes turned upon the bedraggled woman when she entered.

“Are ye all right, girl?” Bradwarden asked.

Prince Midalis was the first to Pony’s side, sliding his arm under her shoulder to support her.

“She is weary from gemstone use,” Abbot Haney remarked.

“I am,” the woman agreed. “In the last hours, I have paid a visit to Pireth Dancard. It is as we feared, with fifteen great warships moored or in dock, and a host of Honce-the-Bear warriors manning the tower.”

Pony settled back on some cushions that Haney brought over.

“Young Aydrian moved quickly to seal off the gulf.” Captain Al’u’met remarked. “Dancard is the most obvious resupply stop for any ship attempting to cross, and certainly a necessary respite for any large flotilla.”

“He’s making sure that ye come by land, if ye come,” Bradwarden reasoned.

“Or he’s allowing himself a secure resupply to support his fleet if he chooses to strike straight across the gulf at Pireth Vanguard,” Prince Midalis added.

“A strong position, either way,” said Captain Al’u’met.

“Then one we must take back,” the prince replied.

“Dancard is a considerable fortress,” Pony warned. “To say nothing of battling a dozen or more of Honce-the-Bear’s finest warships.”

“The ships are moored?” Al’u’met asked.

“Tied down for the winter,” Pony replied. “And barely crewed.”

“Because they know we cannot attack until the turn of the season,” Midalis reasoned.

“Or maybe we can,” Al’u’met said, and he looked at Pony as he spoke.

The woman returned his smile, understanding full well what the captain was considering, because in truth, she was already thinking the same thing.

“To sail a flotilla across the high seas in this season would be folly,” Prince Midalis argued against the obvious sentiment. “A rising storm would wipe out all that I have to offer—and to send any less would weaken greatly any hope that we have of defeating a fortified Pireth Dancard.”

“Even if you brought all of your forces,” Pony interjected, “you would find Pireth Dancard no easy target. The warriors who came in under Aydrian’s banner are well trained and battle-hardened, and have more than a few Allheart Knights among their ranks.”

“And likely some gemstone-wielding brothers,” Abbot Haney added.

“Then the choices would seem limited,” said the prince. “We could march to Palmaris, or dig in here and battle any seaborne forces that King Aydrian sends across the gulf in the spring, or summer if he chooses to wait that long.”

“Or we could go and steal the mobility from those forces he has placed in Pireth Dancard,” Pony explained. “And strengthen our fleet in the process.”

That had more than a few gazes turned the woman’s way.

“I will take a group of sailors to Pireth Dancard posthaste,” Captain Al’u’met picked up the reasoning. “With Jilseponie’s guidance, we might steal some of Aydrian’s warships, and perhaps scuttle those we cannot pilfer.”

“A winter storm …” Midalis began.

“Then we will watch for winter storms,” Al’u’met explained, and he looked back to Pony. “They come from the west and northwest, unerringly. If you can fly out to Dancard, then surely you can go out to the western edges of the gulf and beyond, and find us a stretch of fair weather.”

“As far as I must,” Pony agreed. She moved from her pillowed seat to kneel right before the seated Midalis. “This is our first chance,” she explained. “The deep of winter has their guard down. We can go in, strike fast and hard, and be away at once. Even if we can capture only a few of the ships, and scuttle a few others, the attack might well broaden our options when the season turns.”

“But how many can Al’u’met’s Saudi Jacintha carry?” Midalis argued. “It will take fifteen men, at the least, to put one of Honce-the-Bear’s great warships out onto the open seas. Even if we loaded Saudi Jacintha to sit to her rail in the water, Captain Al’u’met could not carry enough men to capture and sail more than three ships.”

“Then we need to send more ships,” Pony argued.

“Our fishing vessels could not possibly withstand the winter seas, even if no storm blew through,” said the prince.

“But our longboats could,” came a voice from across the room, the resonating baritone of Bruinhelde.

Pony, Midalis, and all the others turned to regard the giant Alpinadoran, all of them wearing expressions of complete surprise—all except for Andacanavar, that is, who sat next to his friend Bruinhelde, his great muscular arms crossed over his wolf-fur tunic.

“It seems a fine plan,” Bruinhelde went on. “We have agreed that we must strike King Aydrian at his weakest points. This is one.”

“Even if Jilseponie scouts all the way to the edges of the gulf, she will guarantee us only enough clear weather to get to Pireth Dancard, if that much,” Prince Midalis warned the man. “Through the week and more of the return trip, we will be vulnerable to gales.”

“The seas off Alpinador are always rough,” Andacanavar replied, “the waters always deathly cold. Yet my people have gone down to the sea in boats for as long as the tales reach back. Accept Bruinhelde’s offer as that of a friend, and let us strike a blow at King Aydrian.”

Prince Midalis looked all around at the others, and Pony understood that he was searching for some support, some counsel. When his gaze settled last upon her, the woman offered a smile and a determined nod.

Prince Midalis looked over at Bruinhelde. “Lay plans for our transport with Captain Al’u’met,” he bade the man. “I pray you fetch enough boats that we may strike hard at Pireth Dancard, perhaps to carry enough men to steal all of Aydrian’s ships anchored there.”

“Go out this very night,” the prince instructed his friend Liam. “Find our best and most fit sailors, particularly those who might have once served under the duke of the Mirianic and thus have experience in crewing the great warships.”

Liam O’Blythe seemed a bit hesitant about all of this. He glanced at Pony one last time, then finally gave a resigned nod.

With that settled, Prince Midalis turned to Abbot Haney. “We will need gemstone-wielding monks to accompany our run,” he explained.

“Our run?” the abbot echoed. “Surely you cannot go along, my Prince.”

Midalis’ responding expression showed his incredulity. “Do you believe that I would send anyone if I would not go myself?”

“You are the cornerstone of the resistance to King Aydrian,” Abbot Haney argued. “The only credibility that we have to any resistance at all, outside of the Abellican Church. To risk your life—”

“It is all a risk, good Abbot,” Pony interrupted, her words and firm expression cutting the argument short. She looked back at her friend Midalis, the man seeming so much a younger and more trim version of her late husband. “We will ride the bow of Saudi Jacintha together, you and I,” she said, her eyes glowing with intensity. “We will cripple and strand this force that has conquered Pireth Dancard, and we will let those warriors on the island know that it was Prince Midalis who came against them and soundly defeated them!”

The prince showed true gratitude in his determined nod of response.

The meeting broke up then, with all heading off to make their preparations. Pony spent a few moments whispering assurances to Prince Midalis, then caught up to Bradwarden and Andacanavar in the corridor outside.

“Words wonderfully placed, milady,” the ranger said, and he took up Pony’s hand and gave it a kiss. “As was your quick thinking in going right out to Pireth Dancard, as you did. It is no puzzle to me that this young Aydrian is as strong as he is, though a bit misguided.”

“More than a bit,” Bradwarden put in.

“From Jilseponie’s womb, with Elbryan as sire … has there ever been one in all the world of better breeding?” Andacanavar went on.

“A trio of rangers, that family,” Bradwarden agreed, but his words brought a scowl to Pony’s face.

“Bah, but you are a ranger, woman, though ’twas never formally proclaimed,” Andacanavar said against her frown. “And Lady Dasslerond was all the more a fool to treat you otherwise, and to deny you the knowledge and love of your son.”

Pony accepted the compliment gracefully, placing her free hand over Andacanavar’s as he still held her other. “We will repair the errors of Dasslerond,” she assured the man.

“I know all that you have done already in your young life, good woman,” Andacanavar replied. “I’ve not a doubt.”

They sailed and rowed out on the heels of the storm, for Pony had used the gemstones and scouted far to the west and found nothing but clear weather. Al’u’met’s Saudi Jacintha led the way, carrying many of the leaders, Pony, Bradwarden, and Midalis included. Behind came a line of Alpinadoran longboats, low in the water but with their high, decorated prows standing tall. Fifteen oars lined either side of each sleek vessel and a single mast was set in the center of each. They were not as swift as the Saudi Jacintha, except when the strong crews bent their backs over the oars. But they were seaworthy, incredibly so, and they bobbed along the constant wintry swells with ease.

On the second day out from Pireth Vanguard, Pony again fell into her soul stone and spirit-walked out to the west, roving far in search of brewing bad weather. Her report that no storms were in sight assured Al’u’met that they would make the fortress, at least, and begin their turn back to the north.

“We should make secondary plans,” Prince Midalis said to Pony later that same day, Saudi Jacintha’s sails full of wind, the sleek cutter speeding along. “If we arrive at the fortress and find that a storm will catch us before we can get back to Vanguard’s sheltered docks, then we’ll do better by taking the island and mooring there.”

“You’ll have a difficult fight on your hand,” Pony replied.

“Better that we lose men to battle than to a storm,” said Midalis. “If those who lose friends and family know that their loved ones died battling the scourge Aydrian, then they will hold more patience for the long war that we must endure.”

The callousness of the words struck Pony hard, but only for a moment. She understood the truth of war and knew that her friend had to be thinking like a warrior. His words were unsympathetic because he had to be callous, to a degree, if they were going to have any chance of mounting a full-fledged war with Aydrian.

“You have no desire for any of this,” she said. “Yet you surely have the belly for it.”

Now it was Midalis’ turn to look curiously at his friend. “The belly for it?”

“When Elbryan and I had to turn our fight from goblins and the monstrous minions of the demon dactyl to the human minions of Father Abbot Markwart, it nearly broke us,” the woman admitted. “There is such a profound difference between battling a creature you know to be evil and one that you understand is without true choice. I have little heart to kill a man, and yet, I know that is precisely what I will likely find myself doing, if I am to ride beside you.”

“But you do so, as do I,” the prince remarked. “Because we both understand that the end result will be less tragic for the people than avoidance of the battle.”

“That is my sustaining hope,” Pony said quietly, and she stared out at the rolling dark waters of the wintry Mirianic. “In a strange way, I think Aydrian feels the same.”

“By stealing the throne?”

“By claiming what he erroneously believes to be his birthright,” the woman explained. “I expect that he sees the world under his control as a world he can influence positively.”

“Would any tyrant view it otherwise?”

“No, of course not,” the woman said, her voice even quieter. She reached into her pouch and brought forth a handful of various magical gemstones. “How many will I kill when I loose the energies of these?” she asked.

Prince Midalis put his hand on her shoulder and gave a squeeze, then leaned in so that he was very close to her as he whispered his assurance. “As few as possible.”

Pony offered him a grateful return look, and the man backed away.

“We have caught a strong tail wind on the heels of the storm,” he said. “A couple more days and we will have our first victory.”

They came within striking distance of Pireth Vanguard one dark night without incident, and without, as far as Pony could tell, any storms brewing anywhere to the west of them along the gulf. Once again, her spirit-walking proved invaluable, allowing the fleet to regroup just outside the viewing and hearing range of their enemies. While Midalis organized the strike forces, Pony again went to the moored dozen warships, her ghost moving through each of them in turn to make sure that none was heavily crewed.

“Now the question is, how do we get there without alerting those along the docks, and those ships moored closer in?” Midalis asked when the woman returned to her physical body and walked out on deck to join him, Captain Al’u’met, Bruinhelde, and Andacanavar. “And how shall we find all of the proper targets in the dark of night?”

“My boats go in under sail alone,” Bruinhelde told them.

“And I will mark the way,” Pony added. She fished out a piece of amber and held it up for the others to see. “With this, I can walk across the water, silently and swiftly. I will go from ship to ship and set a candle, unseen by the crew.” She looked to Al’u’met, and the captain nodded and moved to a small hold to the side. He reached under the lid of the box, produced a small sack, and handed it to her.

Pony set it down and fished through it, retrieving a hollow half globe carved of wood. “The captain and I thought it might come to this,” she explained. “And so he had one of his skilled woodcarvers make these.” To demonstrate, she placed the candle into the globe and set it upon the deck. “The only ones who will see the light of the candle will be those at whom the hollow is aimed,” she explained. “Those on the docks or in the other ships will remain oblivious.”

“The girl thinks o’ everything,” Bradwarden said with a great snort. “Ah, but I’ve trained that one well, I have!”

“There is one ship grander than the others,” Pony continued, turning to face Midalis directly. “And she is the most heavily crewed, with a score of men, at least, aboard her.”

“Then that is my target,” the prince replied.

A dozen Alpinadoran longboats set out soon after, gliding quietly toward the distant island, barely a dark blot on the horizon under the light of a quarter moon. Pony stood beside Midalis and Bradwarden, who held his great longbow in hand.

“I fear to let you run off alone in the darkness,” Midalis admitted to her.

Pony turned an incredulous look over him.

“Yes, yes,” the man said, waving his hands in the air to ward off her retort before she could scream at him.

But Pony merely chuckled. “Then come with me,” she offered. “Let us run together to mark the outer ship, then you and I will take the flagship before this boat even arrives.”

“You can do that?”

Pony smiled all the wider and offered him her hand. When he took it, she led him to the very edge of the boat as it glided along barely above the dark water. With a glance back and a wink at Bradwarden, the woman casually stepped off, pulling Midalis behind her.

It was an easy enough task for Pony to coordinate the two stones, hematite and amber, so that she could include Midalis within the power of the water-walking. Together the two ran ahead of the slow-moving fleet. Soon enough, they were in sight of the dark warships’ silhouettes, skeletal masts rising into the night sky. To the side loomed Pireth Dancard, darkened at this late hour, with only the hint of a glow coming from one window halfway up the main tower.

Pony led Midalis to the far left first, coming to the warship farthest out. They reached her and managed to scramble up over her side without incident. Pony motioned the proper direction to the prince, then reached into another belt pouch and pulled forth a candle and a shielding globe. She set it down low on the rail, between two balustrades, blocking the light with the globe from all directions save one, the one facing out toward the approaching fleet.

Then the two went over the side and on to the next ship in line, repeating the process. They had five marked when they noted the approach of the silent fleet, and knew that they were running short on time.

“They will find the others without our assistance,” Pony assured Midalis, and she took his hand and started off toward the vessel moored in the center of the second rank, the closest ship to the wharves.

They went aboard easily, and both knew at once that this ship wasn’t nearly as deserted as the others. Pony didn’t hesitate, though, but motioned for Midalis to follow as she headed straight for the large deck cabin set at the stern of the large three-master.

“Are you ready?” Pony asked.

The man just grinned, obviously thrilled by his companion’s unexpected daring.

Pony walked through the door, guiding Midalis to the side of the outside jamb as she did.

The men inside, nearly a dozen, looked up from the coin-covered table that was set between them.

“What’re …?” one started to say.

“Greetings,” said Pony.

Several of the men stood up; a couple went for their weapons.

“Earl DePaunch sent us a bit of funning, did he?” one sailor asked lewdly.

“Bah, this one’s a bit old for that!” another added.

“Do none of you recognize me?” Pony replied, filling her voice with sad resignation. “And for all those years that I sailed beside you, on River Palace.”

That widened a few eyes.

“Queen Jilseponie!” one man gasped, and now they seemed even more confused, and more went for their weapons, though those who already held theirs let them slip down toward the floor.

“So quick were you all to forget,” Pony scolded. “Me, and your proper royal line!” As she finished, she pulled Prince Midalis from around the corner.

One man screamed, another fell over trying to leap up from his seat, and two lifted weapons, gave a unified battle cry, and leaped forward to attack.

But Pony was the quicker, lifting her hand and jolting the pair with a sudden blast of lightning that lifted them into the air and threw them to the back of the room.

Other men moved as if to ready an attack, but Pony waved her hand about. “Shame on you all!” she scolded. “I bring you your rightful king!”

“Aydrian is king!” one sailor growled back.

“So says Aydrian,” Prince Midalis calmly replied. “I intend to tell him differently, and you”—he paused and pointed all around at them—“all of you, would do well to consider the choices that lie before you. I understand that you have been misled, and will pardon you to a man. But only if you choose wisely!”

As he finished, they all heard a commotion on the deck behind.

“Bah, now ye’re to get yers, phony prince!” one man cried, and the others growled and bristled, some shaking their weapons.

But then they all dropped back as the giant centaur came in the door between Pony and the prince, Bradwarden’s huge bow drawn and readied with an arrow that seemed more a spear.

“I’m thinkin’ that any smart ones among ye might be dropping yer weapons to the floor,” he said. “One o’ yerselfs that don’t’ll be getting pinned to the back wall, to be sure!”

Pony lifted her gemstone again to add her weight to the threat, and Midalis drew out his fine sword.

“Weigh anchor!” came a cry from the deck. “Four ships taken already, milord! And more to fall soon enough.”

“You will pardon me if I borrow your ship, good soldiers of Honce-the-Bear,” Prince Midalis said, offering a salute with his sword. “Any who wish to sail with me, may indeed. Any who prefer Pireth Dancard will be placed on a rowboat and shoved away!”

“I must be away,” Pony said, and she slipped to the side and kissed Midalis on the cheek for luck. “Don’t you be sailing too far from me!” she added. “And keep your beacons bright against the darkness.”

She ran out then, pausing to salute the men, Alpinadoran and Bearman alike working hard at pulling up the anchor. Pony went over the side without hesitation, engaging the amber’s water-walking powers once more. She rushed for the shore, where a bit of activity was beginning—likely the soldiers reacting to the noises out in the bay.

Pony came up on the wharf a moment later, stepping lightly onto the planks and dropping the amber’s power, replacing it almost immediately with the blue-white sheen of the serpentine shield. Her glowing appearance at once drew attention, with confused defenders screaming and pointing.

From there she ran to the deck of the ship to the left of the wharf, the one appearing the most seaworthy. Several sailors opposed her, moving all about and drawing forth their short swords.

Pony lifted her hand, holding a ruby, and brought forth a pillar of flame about herself. “You know me as Queen Jilseponie!” she shouted at them, and the pillar flared outward briefly, warding them away. “You know my power with the magical gemstones. I warn you only once to be gone from this ship, and from the one across the wharf!” As she talked, she headed for the ladder leading belowdecks, and she quickly went down, leaving a trail of smoking footprints behind. She nodded gratefully when she heard the men scrambling above, their footfalls moving toward the wharf. She even heard one go splashing into the water.

Pony reached deep inside the ruby, gathering its power.

And then she let it loose, in a tremendous fireball that roared up through the cracks in the planking, blowing out many planks as it went, igniting all the ship.

Pony ran up the ladder before it was consumed, feeling just a little warmth from the conflagration. She held her serpentine defensive shield strong and ran across the wharf and onto the opposing ship.

An arrow whistled past her head!

The woman didn’t waver, but went right to the middle of the open deck. She noted a sailor still aboard—there might have been several.

But she couldn’t hesitate, not now. Not with the island coming awake and all the soldiers on their guard.

The second ship went up in flames. A man, engulfed in fire, leaped from the burning deck into the water.

Pony ran out, not onto the wharf, but the other way, calling forth the amber again and dropping the serpentine shield as soon as she was free of the second conflagration. She ran full out for the shore and the third and final ship, the one in dry dock, and she quickly put that one, too, to the ruby’s consuming fires.

Then she ran down the beach and waded out into the cold water, moving near the second flaming ship to find the man who had leaped off in flames. She found him bobbing in the surf, near death. Gently she reached under his heaving chest and turned him to his back, then slowly dragged him around the bow of the ship, out of sight from the wharves and land.

Pony pulled forth her hematite; she knew that this was insanity, but simply couldn’t bring herself to leave this poor unfortunate soul in so much agony. She held him close and fell into the soul stone, calling up its healing powers and sending them with all her strength into the dying man. She felt his spirit falling away from her, but charged down the dark path after it, reaching for him, calling to him.

The man’s eyes opened, and he gasped and spat out some water.

“Know that Prince Midalis’ mercy saved you this day,” the woman said. “He is the rightful king of Honce-the-Bear and will come again in glory to defeat Aydrian. Tell your friends, in quiet confidence, that Prince Midalis dreads the blood he knows must be shed to restore him to his rightful throne.”

She helped the man stand on his own then, and pointed him toward the shore, and only then did she realize that a pair of other soldiers were watching her, with drawn bows.

She looked at them, knowing that they had her dead to rights. She even started to lift her arms in a show of surrender.

But the two soldiers looked at their miraculously healed mate wading toward them, and lowered their bows. One of them went to the wounded man to help him ashore and the other offered Pony a nod.

The woman went out into the darkness, bringing forth the amber to lift herself from the numbingly cold water. She heard much commotion out there on the water, including the sounds of battle from more than one of the warships.

Behind her came the thrum of catapults, and the swish of flaming pitch balls soaring overhead, to fall hissing into the water.

Above all the tumult, the woman heard one voice clearly, that of Prince Midalis ordering all who had secured their ships to put out at once. Accompanying that voice came the piping of Bradwarden, spurring the men on with a rousing tune.

Pony held her position in the dark, off to the side from the three burning ships, and watched. She winced as one of the ships putting out got hit squarely by a flaming missile, and a moment later, she keenly heard the screams echoing across the dark waves. Off to the side, another ship went up in flames, this time from something that happened on the deck itself, likely in the struggle for control of the vessel. Soon after, she heard calls for help and many splashes as men abandoned the burning ship, and heard Alpinadorans calling out directions to retrieve their swimming kin.

Another ship got hit from a shore battery, the flagship Midalis had pilfered, and at that terrible moment, Pony wondered if this expedition had been worth the effort and the cost!

But all the moored ships save three were still moving away from shore, gliding out into the darkness toward a distant beacon—the signal fire burning atop the mainmast of Al’u’met’s Saudi Jacintha, the assigned rally point. One ship held in the water, burning badly and sure to go under, and another, apparently controlled by her original Honce-the-Bear crew, was gliding in fast for shore.

Pony couldn’t let that happen. She ran along the water to intercept, crossing dangerously close to a rowboat that carried several of the men from the ship she and Midalis had taken. If they noticed her, though, they said nothing, and the woman ran on, coming up in front of the warship. She fished in her pouch for a malachite, then brought forth its powers of levitation, lifting her over the prow and forecastle. Even as she set down on the deck, soldiers came at her, but Pony drew out her sword and met the charge.

One man thrust straight in. An inner downward circle from Pony’s blade brought it over then down beside the thrusting sword and she easily turned it out wide. Pony went right past the man as he stumbled, overbalancing from his unexpectedly clean miss. The warrior woman stopped short and parried the attack of a second man while she kicked out hard at the first, pushing him along farther toward the rail. He hit that rail and caught himself, then turned about.

But there was Pony, charging in, her sword stabbing, stabbing, left and right, forcing him to retreat where there could be no retreat.

He went over the side into the dark water.

Pony swung about, her sword coming across hard to ring against that of her second attacker. A sudden thrust had him in fast retreat, and a second forced him to turn and dive down and roll away. But then Pony had to do likewise as a spear flew past. She came back suddenly, hitting the swordsman with a series of sudden thrusts, some of which got through to stick the man hard.

Up came the blue-white glow. “Off this ship!” Pony cried to her enemies. “Begone, says Queen Jilseponie! For I bring forth the fires of the ruby, and take this ship with flames as I burned those three at the shore!”

She thought her words effective, particularly when the man nearest her threw his sword to the deck and ran to the rail, diving overboard into the dark waters. But then she felt the stabbing pain suddenly as an arrow zipped across the deck to slam her hard in the side, so near to the scar left by her last grievous wound.

Pony lurched and felt her hold on the serpentine diminish suddenly. She tried to reengage it, but had no time to be sure of anything other than the power of the ruby.

She brought forth a fireball—not a large one, but an effective blast that had all the front of the ship burning.

From a distant place, Pony heard the screams and shouts of protest from the sailors still aboard. She stumbled along, feeling the intense heat, nearly collapsing from the pain, her mind straying.

She could smell her hair burning.

She had to hold her focus. She had to find the amber and be gone.

She knew all of that, of course, but it was hard, so hard, to know anything at all beyond the burning agony of the arrow wound and the conflagration closing in all about her …

Then she was out on the water, walking somehow, stumbling about toward the distant ships. And then she felt the numbing cold again, and it took her several moments to realize that she had lost her concentration, that she was not atop the water anymore, but in the water.

And she was not moving out after Prince Midalis and her friends, but was being pushed back toward the rocky island.

It was all dark and all cold and she had no energy left to offer the gemstones. She felt no more pain in her side, though, and strangely so. She just felt … somehow at great peace, as if she had moved beyond all sensation of pain.


Chapter 33
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Options

“WE SURPRISED AND WOUNDED THEM,” PAGONEL SAID TO BRYNN AND THE OTHER leaders of Dharyan-Dharielle as soon as the courier from Yatol De Hamman had gone. The man had come in under a flag of truce, and had insisted that the battle had all been a terrible mistake, a result of a miscommunication between Jacintha and Dharyan-Dharielle. The courier had expressed apologies from Yatol De Hamman, Yatol Mado Wadon, and, pointedly, from Abbot Olin.

“Too many of De Hamman’s soldiers remember the last siege of this city,” the mystic reasoned.

“It took them weeks to bury their dead the last time!” Tanalk Grenk added. “And if they press the attack once again, there will be none of them left alive to bury the stinking corpses!” The man’s typically fierce words brought nods and cheers from all the others in the room.

Brynn shot Tanalk Grenk a look of sincere admiration. He had grown in stature over the last few months, from the warlord of a single tribe to a spokesman for all the warriors of To-gai. She trusted in him implicitly, and had given him the most important and delicate missions to perform, always with complete confidence that he would accomplish the tasks beyond her wildest expectations—as with his ride to the rescue of Dharyan-Dharielle when De Hamman had attacked. Brynn had sent Grenk and his force out along the plateau divide to make sure that there were no easily exploitable weak spots along the border. As ordered, Grenk had solidified the defenses of every possible route over the plateau divide into central or northern To-gai; he had had the wisdom to go beyond that. When his scouts had informed him of De Hamman’s move to the north, Grenk had assembled a crack corps of elite riders and shadowed the Behrenese army’s movements, secretly putting his force into position in the shadows of the plateau divide a short ride from the city. When De Hamman had attacked, Grenk’s cavalry had come in at exactly the right time, and at exactly the right place.

Even more impressive, Grenk had set up a line of communication, using the sun reflection system that the To-gai-ru had long ago perfected, and was now orchestrating the arrival of yet another secondary force, one ready to strike hard at De Hamman’s flank yet again if he persisted in attacking the city. It was a daring move, perhaps even desperate, for in shifting so much of To-gai’s forces this far north, the warrior leader had badly exposed their southern flanks.

But Brynn agreed with his reasoning, especially when he had given her all assurances that he had sent many scouts into the desert to the south. As far as he could tell, De Hamman’s army was the only organized Behrenese force in all the region.

“Their admission that Abbot Olin was intimately involved in this march does not bode well,” Brynn remarked. “Particularly in light of our guest Lozan Duk’s information. King Aydrian of Honce-the-Bear looks beyond his borders, it would seem; and all of our suspicions about Abbot Olin’s true role in coming south of the mountains seem confirmed.”

“Are we to war with Behren and the Bearmen north of the mountains?” one of the other leaders asked.

A cloud passed over Brynn’s face—and Pagonel’s as well—at that dim prospect. To-gai was not a heavily populated country. The To-gai-ru possessed no magic other than Brynn’s sword, little in the way of true armor, and few resources with which to build engines of war. Their one advantage, other than fierce riders and fine ponies, would be Agradeleous, and the Behrenese had learned effective countermeasures to the dragon. In all practicality, Brynn understood that she could not raise an army strong enough to defeat a united Behren alone on even ground, and had, in fact, only survived against the forces of Chezru Chieftain Yakim Douan because Pagonel had turned the Chezru court against their leader and thrown the country of Behren into chaos. If Abbot Olin and Mado Wadon were uniting Behren once more with an eye toward To-gai, Brynn would find the defense of the city impossible, and the defense of her entire country improbable—and all of that with only minimal involvement from the northern kingdom. If Honce-the-Bear threw in her weight with Behren in full, To-gai would surely be crushed. Brynn knew that, so did Pagonel, and so did every other warrior in the room, even proud Tanalk Grenk.

“I fear that Abbot Olin is biding his time,” Brynn said. “The army has not decamped and begun their march home in any meaningful way.”

“He expects that King Aydrian will come and strengthen him,” Lozan Duk reasoned when the woman translated her thoughts into elvish.

Brynn nodded and explained the elf’s words to the others.

“Or Abbot Olin believes that he must strengthen his hold over Behren more completely before throwing his army at Dharyan-Dharielle,” Pagonel said. “No doubt many of Yatol De Hamman’s warriors were not pleased at the thought of doing battle with the Dragon of To-gai yet again. But if he holds Behren secure, then the force he can muster against us will be much more impressive and truly overwhelming. Sheer numerical advantage will bring strength to the Behrenese morale, and we will be hard-pressed.”

“Then are we to attack?” Brynn asked. “Or to continue to strengthen our defenses in the hopes that we will wound our enemies so greatly that they will reconsider their designs on the city?”

“I will go to Jacintha as your emissary,” Pagonel decided. “Let me fathom better the intentions of Abbot Olin and your friend King Aydrian.”

“You will be gone a month at least,” Brynn argued. “Do we have such time?”

To the side, Lozan Duk put a quizzical look over her, and the woman translated the mystic’s intentions.

“I will call to Belli’mar Juraviel,” Lozan Duk offered. “We will get your friend to Jacintha and back again in short order.”

Later on, the Doc’alfar sat cross-legged on the flat roof of a small tower, the blue sapphire of his people in his lap. He put his thoughts into the gemstone and envisioned the emerald held by Juraviel.

And then he felt the contact, and he called to his golden-haired cousin. For a long while, Lozan Duk held that meditative state, guiding Juraviel with his thoughts.

Less than an hour later, Lozan Duk blinked open his eyes, to see Belli’mar Juraviel standing on the tower top before him, magical emerald in hand.

With the pressing business at hand, the reunion between Brynn and Juraviel was kept short; the two had barely an hour together while Pagonel prepared for the journey to the east. Juraviel offered his promises that they would speak at length about the events in the northern kingdom when he returned, then he led the mystic up to the top of the city’s eastern wall and bade Pagonel to take his hand.

Juraviel called to the emerald, and Pagonel watched the ground distort suddenly, folding as if it were a rolling wave. He followed Juraviel’s lead in stepping forward off the wall, then the ground unwound suddenly and Pagonel found himself standing far to the east of Dharyan-Dharielle, east even of the line of Behrenese warriors.

“An amazing feat,” Pagonel congratulated.

“The emerald’s powers are few, but the stone is powerful in that which it does,” the elf answered. “The distance distorts for the wielder and those in the immediate area alone, and only those for whom the wielder wishes the distance distorted. Only you and I could have walked from that wall, for only you and I could even see the distortion.” Juraviel closed his eyes and called again and the land rolled up. He and Pagonel took their next mile-long step.

They found themselves in the foothills outside of Jacintha with still several hours to go before the dawn. Pagonel bade the elf to wait for him there, and started off toward the city.

“If I have not returned to you by sundown, then return to Brynn,” the mystic instructed.

“That would be a tiding of war,” Juraviel replied. “For something so important, I will give you two days to return.”

Pagonel agreed and walked away, arriving at Jacintha’s gate even as the first light of dawn began to peek in over the eastern horizon.

Recognized by the gate guards, Pagonel was not turned away. But they made him sit in the guard tower for several hours, refusing to rouse Yatol Mado Wadon and Abbot Olin so early. Finally, Pagonel was escorted across the city to Chom Deiru, and there, in the palace, he was made to wait once more—while the lords ate their breakfast, it was explained.

If they were trying to rattle the mystic, they did not succeed, for patience was the true mark of any Jhesta Tu. Pagonel would allow them their vanity and superior attitude; it did not matter.

“Ah, so it is Pagonel himself,” Yatol Wadon said when at last Pagonel was escorted onto the eastern balcony setting. The place was a garden of great flowers and singing birds, and trees perfectly placed to create equal areas of shade and sun throughout the long daylight hours. A waterfall splashed into a small pond at the side, providing comfortable mist and a cool and welcome dampness to the air. Brightly colored fish, red and orange mostly, swam about in the pond.

Five men were seated about two small tables, including Abbot Olin and Mado Wadon, another Yatol whom Pagonel did not know, another Abellican monk, and a Honce-the-Bear soldier—of high rank, the mystic presumed, given his much-decorated uniform.

“Had we known that the Jhesta Tu who came knocking at our city was the emissary of Brynn Dharielle, we would have set another place for breakfast,” Yatol Wadon went on. “Please, sit and join us. I will have more food brought out at once.”

Pagonel held his arm out to block the servant even as the man started away. “I have little time. I have come swiftly from Dharyan-Dharielle,” the mystic explained. “From a city under siege.”

“You left before my—before our—emissaries arrived, then,” Abbot Olin put in. “With all apologies to Brynn Dharielle that the attack was a terrible mistake.”

“I was there when the emissary relayed your message,” said Pagonel, which brought curious looks from both the leaders, since that had occurred only the day before! “I come in response to the claim.”

“Brynn Dharielle does not believe our words?” Abbot Olin asked.

Pagonel paid more attention to the subtle notes in the man’s voice than to the actual words. He recognized something there, some truth in Abbot Olin’s heart, as if the man were hoping that his conclusion was correct.

“Following the actions of Yatol De Hamman, we thought it prudent to confirm those words before standing down,” Pagonel replied.

“Of course, of course,” Abbot Olin said, with unconvincing friendliness. “And where are our manners, Yatol Wadon? Pagonel of the Jhesta Tu—or are you of the To-gai-ru once more?—I give you Master Mackaront of St. Bondabruce, my trusted second, and Bretherford, the Duke of the Mirianic, commander of the mighty Ursal fleet.”

“And I am Yatol Sin-seran,” said the other man, when it became apparent that Abbot Olin had no intention of including him in the introductions—a point that Pagonel did not miss.

The mystic, though, kept his eyes on the duke of the Mirianic through it all, seeing something there. Disgust?

“You are a long way from home, good Duke,” Pagonel offered with a bow.

Pagonel noted that Duke Bretherford had offered no hint of disagreement to his words.

“The same could be said of a Jhesta Tu mystic,” Abbot Olin put in.

“I—and Brynn Dharielle—of course expect that Yatol De Hamman will be recalled with his legions to Jacintha,” Pagonel replied.

“I will see to it,” Yatol Wadon started to say, but Olin interrupted him with, “Is not Yatol De Hamman properly encamped upon Behrenese soil?”

Pagonel noted Yatol Wadon’s slight wince, and noted, too, that Bretherford obviously did not share the enthusiasm of his companions, even less so than did Mado Wadon.

“Their presence on the fields surrounding Dharyan-Dharielle forces the city into a state of war readiness,” Pagonel countered.

“Only if you do not trust us,” said the smug Abbot Olin.

“And we are in a state of siege, for all practicality,” the mystic went on. “Are we to allow our traders to wander down the eastern road through the lines of an army recently scarred by battle against us?”

“You seemed to get out easily enough,” Abbot Olin dryly replied.

“I had ways not available to others.”

“The mysterious Jhesta Tu,” Yatol Sin-seran said, his voice full of mystery and sarcasm.

“Will your army stand down?” Pagonel asked, ignoring the fool.

Yatol Wadon started to answer, but again, Abbot Olin cut him short. “That is the decision of Yatol De Hamman, as he is charged with securing the borders of Behren. He will go where he needs to go to accomplish his task in full, and so long as he remains on Behrenese sovereign soil, then he is well within his rights.

“And we were truly surprised to learn of the events that precipitated the unfortunate battle,” Olin went on. “Dharyan-Dharielle was to remain an open city, was it not? And yet, Yatol De Hamman has informed us that his decision to attack was based on the breaking of the treaty by Brynn Dharielle. Perhaps he was a bit rash in his judgment, but you should inform your leader that treaties are more than words on parchment. All parties to them are honor-bound or the treaties are worthless.”

“The city is open to scholars and travelers,” Pagonel replied. “We could not admit an entire army, one that outnumbers our own garrison by more than five to one. Above all other edicts, Brynn Dharielle is charged with the security of Dharyan-Dharielle and To-gai. Her people live there; she cannot expose them to mortal danger.”

“Interpret it as you will,” Abbot Olin warned. “But break the treaty at your own peril. Dharyan-Dharielle has not worn that name for long, and the city is, or always was, Behrenese at its roots, and those roots are within the memories of every soldier on the field.”

“You believe that Yatol De Hamman had the right to enter Dharyan-Dharielle with his army behind him?” Pagonel asked, pointedly turning to Yatol Wadon as he did.

“That is, perhaps, a point for discussion,” Abbot Olin answered anyway. “But certainly by treaty, Brynn Dharielle was given little right to refuse them entrance.”

“I agree that the words of a treaty are to be honored,” the mystic said, never taking his eyes from Yatol Mado Wadon. “As is the intent behind the treaty.”

He did note a slight nod of agreement from the Chezru priest, but Yatol Wadon did not openly reply.

Pagonel turned to survey each of them in turn. Yatol Sin-seran was no ally, he recognized immediately, nor did Master Mackaront seem to him in any way of different heart than Abbot Olin. Once again, though, Duke Bretherford caught his attention. The mystic clearly saw a conflict behind the man’s tired eyes.

Pagonel quickly took his leave and wasted no time in the city, returning at once to Belli’mar Juraviel in the foothills to the north.

“Abbot Olin’s demeanor would agree with everything you have warned us of concerning young King Aydrian,” he reported. “He will find an excuse to retake Dharyan-Dharielle for Behren—his Behren.”

“Aydrian was nothing if not ambitious,” the elf replied.

“But when a leader reaches so far, he may leave untended business closer to home,” Pagonel said. “I did not note equal enthusiasm from one of the other Honce-the-Bear noblemen in attendance.”

“Bretherford, Duke of the Mirianic,” the surprising elf replied.

Pagonel shot him a curious look.

“I traveled down to the dock area, and recognize the flagship of the Ursal fleet,” Juraviel explained. “In the days of Elbryan, and then with Jilseponie, Aydrian’s mother, as queen, we of the Touel’alfar learned much of the personalities of those leading the armies of Honce-the-Bear. My Lady Dasslerond feared an attack from Jilseponie’s court, as she never truly understood the truth of the goodly woman.”

“So you know Duke Bretherford?”

“I know of him,” Juraviel explained. “He was a man loyal to King Danube.”

“And perhaps not so loyal to Aydrian.”

“A man caught in the web Aydrian has spun,” said Juraviel. “What choices were put before Duke Bretherford, or any of the others, if Aydrian assumed the throne with overpowering forces?”

Pagonel sat back against a boulder and considered the words for a long while, playing them against the reactions and expressions he had noted from the duke of the Mirianic. “Perhaps we could offer him an option?” the mystic asked more than stated.

“Stepping to his flagship would be no difficult task,” said Juraviel. “But what might you tell him in opposition to Aydrian? Would you reveal the conspiracy of Jilseponie and Prince Midalis?”

“Would I be telling him anything that King Aydrian does not already know?”

Now it was Juraviel’s turn to sit and consider the reasoning for a moment. “Let us go down to the rocks near to Jacintha’s gates,” the elf remarked, and he lifted the emerald stone and offered Pagonel his hand. “We can watch for Duke Bretherford’s skiff to return him to his flagship, then we can decide.”

Twinkling stars blanketed the sky and the quiet sea lapped softly against the planking of the Honce-the-Bear warships. Most of Jacintha slept, as did most of the sailors on the ships, and so no one noticed when Juraviel and Pagonel stepped aboard Rontlemore’s Dream, the flagship of Duke Bretherford’s Mirianic fleet. Juraviel remained aft, easily hiding amidst the rigging and weapons’ lockers, while Pagonel calmly and openly strode toward the center of the deck.

So surprised was the poor watchman at the sight of the mystic that he nearly tumbled off the deck and into the dark water!

“Hold!” he cried. “Hold! Attack! Attack! To arms!” He stammered and stuttered, falling all over himself and trying to ready his bow.

Suddenly, Pagonel, moving with the speed and grace that only a Jhesta Tu mystic might know, was flanking him, with one arm up to hold tight to the bowstring.

“Be at ease,” the mystic started to say, but the man whirled and tried to stab his long knife into Pagonel’s belly.

Pagonel caught the hapless sailor by the wrist and easily halted his progress. “Be at ease,” he said again, and he gave a slight and deft twist, turning the man’s hand down over his wrist and taking the knife from him so smoothly that it would have seemed to an onlooker to have been willingly given over. “I am no enemy, but a man come to speak with Duke Bretherford.”

Other sailors were there, then, circling cautiously.

Pagonel handed the knife back to the stunned and overwhelmed watchman and moved a step to the side, showing his empty hands. “This is no attack, but a conversation long overdue,” he explained to them all. “Pray tell your Duke Bretherford that Pagonel, emissary of the Dragon of To-gai, has come to speak with him. He will understand.”

The men glanced all around at each other nervously, seeming unsure of how to react. They all held bows ready, and Pagonel was well aware that they could cut him down where he stood.

“If you shoot me, and I am sincere in my words, then your duke will not be pleased,” he told them. “If you rouse him, and he sees me as an enemy, you have lost nothing and have cost yourselves no more than the anger of a man awakened in the night. Less anger, I would think, than that of a man who has learned that a valuable friend had been killed by his frightened underlings.”

A nod from one of the archers had another of them running off to fetch Duke Bretherford.

A few minutes later, Pagonel stood in the duke’s private room, alone with the short, stout man.

Bretherford sipped rum and stared out the window, taken aback, but surely not surprised, by the mystic’s reports that Jilseponie and Midalis were in the north, gathering strength to oppose King Aydrian.

“How do you know such things?” Bretherford did question. “Vanguard is a long way from Behren, and a longer way from To-gai.”

“The opposition to the recent events of Honce-the-Bear’s throne is more widespread and coordinated than you might believe,” Pagonel replied. “And surely, being of a kingdom that is rife with gemstone magic, you understand that distance is not always the truest measure of closeness.”

Bretherford turned to face him. “And perhaps you do not understand the power of King Aydrian, nor the loyalty of many of those who support him.”

“Many of those?” Pagonel echoed. “Would that include Duke Bretherford? You were once a friend to King Danube, I was told. And to his brother, perhaps?”

“You know nothing of what you speak, Jhesta Tu,” Bretherford spat back. “Do not presume—”

“I know that I am alive, and was granted a private audience with you,” Pagonel interrupted. “I would believe that you know enough of the Jhesta Tu to understand that I could have come in here and killed you quickly, yet you chose to meet with me.”

“To gather information for Abbot Olin and King Aydrian, perhaps.”

“Perhaps,” Pagonel agreed with a bow.

Bretherford swallowed the last of the rum, then tossed his glass aside to clunk on the wooden floor. “What would you have me do?” he asked with helpless frustration.

“I would have you keep hope, wherever that hope might lead you,” Pagonel replied. “I would have you pay keen attention to the events that will shape the world. I would have you, in the end, choose with conscience and courage, and not cowardice. No more can ever be asked of any man.”

With that, Pagonel bowed again, and walked out the cabin door. He passed the many soldiers who had gathered on deck and walked to the bow, where Juraviel met him with an extended hand. Before the soldiers curiously following Pagonel ever got near enough to see, he and Juraviel took a giant, magical step back to the rocky shoreline north of the city of Jacintha.

“An ally?” Juraviel asked.

“I know not,” Pagonel admitted. “But continuing information may well lead him in that direction.” He looked at the elf directly. “This stone you carry, combined with the powers of the gemstone of the Doc’alfar, will prove to be our greatest advantage, perhaps. I beseech Belli’mar Juraviel to lead his people and his pale-skinned cousins more deeply into this conflict.”

“We are small in number, and no match for Aydrian and his charges.”

“But you are our eyes and ears and mouths,” Pagonel explained. “When Brynn Dharielle freed To-gai from Behren, she did so because she knew more of her enemy than they could understand of her. Mobility and cunning strikes won the day for To-gai.”

“That was a war for freedom,” Juraviel countered. “This is a struggle against the homeland of King Aydrian. Eventually, whatever we might, we will have to do battle with him and his great armies directly. No treaty and no minor victories will grant us what we desire. Not in Honce-the-Bear, at least, though there remains more hope for the kingdoms south of the mountains.”

“Minor victories might bring hope to potential allies, and lead them to join our cause,” the mystic replied. “What role will Belli’mar Juraviel and his people play?”

“It was Lady Dasslerond’s step into the affairs of humans that led to the catastrophe that is Aydrian,” said the elf.

“Then it is Belli’mar Juraviel’s responsibility to help put things aright.”

Juraviel mulled those words over for a long while.


Chapter 34
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Help from Beyond

THERE WAS NO PAIN. THERE WAS NO COLD. THERE WAS NO PHYSICAL SENSATION AT all. Time and space seemed to have no meaning to her.

It took Pony a long time to recognize that she had entered the spirit realm, the same one in which she walked out of body. No, it was more complete than that, obviously, for she saw no sign of the true physical world about her, and no apparent portal back to that world of substance and color. This was more akin to the place she had gone to battle the spirit of Father Abbot Markwart that long-ago day in Chasewind Manor, the only other time she had ventured so far into the nether realm. That memory of a specific real-world event sparked other thoughts in Pony, but only gradually did the specifics of the fight at Pireth Dancard begin to come back to her. Only after a long while did she remember her desperate flight, and getting shot with the arrow, and then the ocean taking her in its grasp and pulling her back.

Am I dead?

She didn’t voice the question, for she had no physical voice at that time. Nor, as she continued to glance around at the seemingly endless plain of gray swirling mists, did she require an answer. She was not a part of her corporeal body, she realized, and to her understanding, that could only mean one thing.

It occurred to her then that she might soon become a shadow in an Oracle mirror—in her son’s perhaps. Maybe this was the answer; maybe in death, Pony could reach misguided Aydrian in ways that never manifested to her in life.

Is this it? her thoughts cried out again. Am I dead? Elbryan!

Go back, came an answer in the woman’s thoughts, and though it was not the sound of physical words, it was a “voice” that Pony recognized.

It was Elbryan! She knew that it had to be Elbryan!

And then she saw him, or rather, felt his presence, and though there was no physicality to any of this, she knew that he was there, not far from her, standing, or hovering, before her.

Elbryan, her thoughts reached out to him. Oh, my love! I am so weary. Pony willed her spirit forward, looking to embrace him, soul to soul. But as she approached, he retreated.

Go back! came the plaintive cry in her head. You cannot be here. Not now! You cannot forsake our son when his hour of need approaches!

Pony halted her movement, and she knew that if she possessed a physical jaw at that moment, it surely would have been hanging open.

Go back!

Elbryan, do not chase me away!

Go back!

Aydrian is beyond me, beyond all the world. There is nothing—

Go back! Elbryan’s call seemed even more insistent to her, and every time she tried to counter, to tell him that she was weary, that she had rightly passed and that she was content, that she was ready, he simply answered, Go back!

Pony turned herself about to see that region whence she had apparently come. There was just the mist for a long, long while, but gradually, the woman began to make out a circular, darker area, like the entrance to a tunnel.

Go back! Elbryan implored her. Quickly! Time is running out!

The woman moved toward the darkness and saw that it was indeed a tunnel, and as soon as she entered, she saw a distant speck of light, a long, long way from her.

Quickly! Oh, fly, my love! came Elbryan’s call, and Pony, despite her feelings and her weariness, flew off as fast as she could, trusting in Elbryan above all else. The light grew and grew until it stung her spiritual eyes, and still she flew on toward it. She heard one last, fleeting call as she burst from the darkness of the tunnel altogether, again Elbryan’s voice, saying, Two shadows live in Aydrian’s mirror!

Bradwarden, Prince Midalis, and Captain Al’u’met watched the listing ship slowly turning in the water and gradually dipping lower. The last of the raiders were off her, as well as all the supplies they had time to scavenge. Of the twelve ships moored in the waters off Dancard, eight were still afloat, not counting the one now spinning down to its death. Even more promising, six of those eight were completely undamaged, and the other two seemed seaworthy and in need of only minor repairs. Midalis and his raiders had lost one to the shore batteries, and a second had been scuttled in the harbor, since there had been too many Ursal soldiers aboard to steal her away easily. During that struggle, several lightning bolts had reached out from shore, lighting fires, dropping combatants to the planking and scorching the deck. A third ship had escaped back toward the shore; but reports said that it, like those in dock, had gone up in flames. Despite the losses, the raiders had gotten away with nine ships, having only thirteen people missing and a few others slightly injured. By any standards, the raid had been a tremendous success.

Except …

Where was Pony? She was their greatest ally, the most potent weapon in Midalis’ arsenal, and the symbol of hope that bound them all. She had not come out from Pireth Dancard that dark night. Al’u’met had kept the signal fires burning on all the ships throughout the night, but she had not returned to them, amber in hand.

“She might be imprisoned in that tower,” Prince Midalis muttered, turning from the spectacle of the sinking ship, its long mast leaning out at nearly a forty-five-degree angle, to the distant speck of Pireth Dancard on the northeastern horizon. “And I’d not trade her for all the Ursal fleet. Not for my kingdom complete!”

Bradwarden patted the prince on the shoulder. “Might be time to sail back to the island and get our girl back, then,” he reasoned, and that brought a hopeful smile to Midalis’ face.

“And in so doing, destroy the integrity of Jilseponie’s death, if dead she is,” came a voice from behind, and the trio turned to see huge Andacanavar approaching. “You’ve got a score of Alpinadoran longboats, this fine boat here, and eight Ursal warships; but every one of them is carrying only a skeleton crew, and few warriors armed to do battle ashore. If we go charging in, we’re to lose a few boats to the catapults, and then we’ll find a pitched battle on the docks. Are you so willing to risk everything for one heroic woman? Because if you lose here, my friend, you’ve nothing left with which to oppose Aydrian.”

“And if I am willing to take that chance?” Prince Midalis replied. “Will Andacanavar and Bruinhelde and his warriors stand beside me?”

“I’m not for saying,” replied the ranger. “But I’d not expect it. Bruinhelde will ask my advice, and that advice will be to sail back to Pireth Vanguard.”

Al’u’met seemed quite surprised, and Midalis openly angry, but Bradwarden nodded and tightened his grip on the prince’s shoulder. The centaur understood Andacanavar, and his motives and thinking. Andacanavar was a ranger, as Elbryan had been, as they both considered Pony to be. Rangers understood the ultimate sacrifice.

Rangers also understood that it was insulting to one who had so sacrificed himself—or herself, in this case—then to choose a course that minimized the victory brought about by that sacrifice.

“I’ll not throw away all the gains made here last night,” the ranger explained.

“Or do you fear to lose Alpinadorans for the sake of a Honce-the-Bear woman?” Prince Midalis accused.

Andacanavar’s expression was locked somewhere between pity and disillusionment. “I accept your words as the frustrated cries of a man wounded,” he said. “But they are not the words of a man who would be king. I advise both Bruinhelde and you to refrain from a foolish attack, for the sake of my kinsmen, yes, but also for the sake of Prince Midalis and his hopes for his kingdom. They have Abellican monks ashore and your best counter to the gemstone magic is missing. Take your fleet beside Bruinhelde’s and sail fast back to Vanguard, before a winter storm catches you and scuttles every ship.”

“You would just leave her?” Midalis asked.

“I would not, nor, do I suppose, would Bradwarden or good Captain Al’u’met here,” the ranger answered. “You go, and if Captain Al’u’met agrees, then let Saudi Jacintha patrol the area near to Pireth Dancard to try to find out what happened to our lost friend. With her sails full of wind, Captain Al’u’met’s fine ship will outrun anything you have at your disposal. Let us all hope that we beat you back to Pireth Vanguard, and with Pony aboard beside us!”

That had the other three looking at each other, and gradually coming to agreeing nods.

“And if she is a prisoner?” Prince Midalis asked.

“Then me and the ranger here’ll go ashore and tear down that tower and everyone in it,” Bradwarden proclaimed, and so cold and even was his voice that no one even began to question his proclamation.

Prince Midalis stepped past the others, moving back to the rail, and cast a forlorn glance at the distant island. “It pains me to leave her.”

“It’s what you must do,” Andacanavar said. “For Pony’s sake, most of all—especially if she is imprisoned or …”

Prince Midalis swung about to stare at him, the look in the man’s eyes stealing the barbarian’s words.

“We will find her,” Andacanavar said.

A bright morning sun forced Pony to open her eyes.

She lay on her back in the cold sand, staring up at the bluest of skies, and only a single grayish cloud began to creep into her field of view.

No, it wasn’t a cloud, she suddenly understood, and with great effort, she managed to turn her head a bit to the side. And then she remembered.

She realized then that she was lying on a seaweed-strewn beach on Pireth Dancard, her feet just above the roiling tide line. To her right ran a rocky jetty, far out into the sea, and beyond that rose a light gray smoke—the dying fires from the three burning ships, she assumed.

Startled and suddenly afraid, Pony moved to sit up—or tried to, for a pain more ferocious than anything she had ever known assailed her, sending waves of agony, burning and nauseating, rolling through her prone form. The woman gasped, unable to catch her breath, unable to lift her chest to draw in any air. She started to move her left arm, and hit resistance, and desperately looked down.

Pony saw the tail end of the arrow protruding from her ribs, and in looking at how little was showing, she realized just how much had sunk into her. With sudden panic, she felt the sting across the way, where the arrowhead had ended against the inside of an opposite rib!

She knew at once that she should be dead, and knew at once that she soon enough would be. Instinctively, she started to move her right hand, and only then did she realize that she held a pair of gemstones in it. Without even bringing the hand up to ensure that she held the right stone, Pony fell into the waiting magic. She sensed the amber, and reasoned that even in her semiconscious state, she must have used it to keep herself above the tide. Then she felt the powers of the hematite, and went into it with all of her meager remaining strength.

She gasped in some air, then a second breath, and the moment of panic abated just a bit. But how could she hope actually to defeat this terrible wound? she wondered. She could keep herself functioning only through the gemstone, but her energy here was not limitless.

She told herself that she had to push the arrow through and so she stubbornly angled her right arm, placing her palm against the base of the shaft. She closed her eyes, fell into the soul stone more deeply, and steeled her resolve. She sucked in as deep a breath as she could manage, and started to push.

The wave of agony ended that, stealing all of her strength before she could budge the arrow at all.

Pony fell back in dismay. There was no way she could remove the arrow, no way she could possibly muster the strength needed to break it through.

She fell into the soul stone yet again, and took another deep breath, and, somehow, managed to sit up.

In looking at the beach before her, the woman could hardly believe that she had not been smashed to bits on the multitude of sharp, barnacle-covered rocks. Every incoming wave buffeted them, sending a high spray of white foam into the air.

Elbryan had been with her, she understood, for there was no other explanation. Elbryan’s spirit had come to her in her moment of desperation, had helped guide her to this spot, had helped to keep her focused, even in her semiconscious state, on utilizing the soul stone to get through the night. There was no other explanation. Pony had been touched, literally, by a guardian spirit!

She should be dead. For the second time.

That thought alone nearly dropped her back to the sand; but she remembered, too, what Elbryan’s spirit had told her in her visit to the nether realm. She was not done here, and could not surrender to her wounds. Somehow, beyond her own understanding, she walked into the ocean, not only keeping the soul stone working enough so that her body did not succumb to the grievous wound, but activating the amber, as well.

She moved out from the beach, out into the open ocean. Soon after she cleared the jetty, she heard cries behind her—from the wharves, she realized.

Pony didn’t look back. She just kept walking away from the island, hoping that she would get out of the range of archer and catapult alike before those cries were relayed back to the artillerymen.

The roll of the waves beneath her feet made her even more nauseous, but the woman stubbornly put one foot ahead of the other and trudged on. A couple of times, she lost her focus on the soul stone, and found herself gasping for breath. A couple of times, she lost her focus on the amber, and went down into the cold sea.

Shivering, her skin blue, her energy fast failing, Pony soon enough lost all sense of where she was, and even of what she was doing. But there was someone else there, with her, guiding her, helping her to keep the gemstones in her hand, as if Elbryan was walking beside her, his hand cupped over hers, holding it closed.

The sun beat down on her, but it offered her no warmth.

Somehow, she continued. Her eyes were closed, she had no idea of where she was going, but she continued.

So lost was Pony, so devastated and disoriented, that she never saw the sails of Saudi Jacintha, nor heard the shouts of Bradwarden and the others when they spotted her walking on the swelling azure sea. The swift ship came right beside her in short order, but the wounded woman only kept walking, oblivious to it, and oblivious to the gasps of those who loved her at the rail, all of them shaken to their core by the sight of her devastated form.

Pony felt herself lifted from the surface of the sea, and that physical contact broke her from the trance. Andacanavar laid her down gently on Saudi Jacintha’s deck, his strong hands going to the arrow embedded so deeply in her side.

Pony heard him say, “I know not how she is even still alive!”

“Ah, me Pony,” she heard Bradwarden say from far, far away. “Oh, ye poor stubborn lass. Don’t ye know when time’s come to let go?”

Pony opened her eyes to see both the ranger and the centaur hovering over her, with Al’u’met down at her feet, taking a blanket from a crewman and then gently covering her. She wanted to answer the centaur, but she had not the strength to speak aloud.

“What can you do?” Captain Al’u’met asked. “Do something!”

“I can’t pull the damned thing out or it’ll take half her insides with it!” the ranger cried. “And she’d not survive me pushing it through!”

“How’d she survive this long, is what I’m asking?” remarked Bradwarden. “Suren them wounds’re mortal, and should’ve killed her long ago.”

“Gemstones,” remarked Al’u’met, who had moved up to Pony’s side to tuck her hands under the blanket.

Pony felt him lift her arm and gently loosen her fingers enough to show the amber and gray stones she held.

“Don’t ye take that gray one away!” Bradwarden cried. “Ah, but that’s the key. She’s using the stone’s healing powers to keep herself livin’, though I’ve no idea where the woman’s findin’ the strength in her condition.” The centaur clenched her hand tightly, moving it to his breast. Then he bent down very low, and whispered into Pony’s ear. “Hey now, me good lass, ye reach inside o’ me with yer soul stone. Ye take me strength—I know ye can.”

Pony heard the words, and she felt the connection with the amber go away—Bradwarden had interrupted it, she somehow understood. He was making her focus on the one; he was inviting her to leach his great strength.

Hardly aware of anything through the haze of numbing cold and sharp agony, the woman did go deeper into that stone, establishing a connection to the centaur, feeling the solidity of the creature, the unbelievable health and strength.

Bradwarden, her thoughts cried out.

Ye take me strength, me lass, his spirit answered. Ye take all ye’re needing!

Pony hesitated. Her wound was mortal—and would be so even to one of Bradwarden’s great equine constitution.

“Ye take it!” he shouted, and imparted telepathically, as well.

Despite herself, Pony’s instincts made her reach out; Elbryan’s plea to her, that she could not yet die, made her reach out. She felt a sudden surge of energy injected into her battered form.

She fell into that warmth, that strength, leaching at the mighty centaur.

And then sheets of fire erupted within her, and she heard herself cry out, screaming more loudly than she had ever before, for the pain was more acute than anything the woman had ever imagined.

“Fight on, lass!” Bradwarden shouted at her between her screams. “Find me heart and take it as yer own!”

Pony knew that she should not, knew that to do so would kill her friend! She would take his life energy, all of it, for nothing less would suffice!

But the pain commanded her to grab on more tightly; she could not deny the call of that fiery agony.

She heard a snap from somewhere far away, and then felt a sudden sliding sensation across her inner chest, as if her life force were sliding out of her corporeal form.

She fell back in the fog, hoping that Elbryan would meet her in death once again.


Chapter 35
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Harvesting the Crop of Friendship

“IT IS AS WE FEARED, THEN,” BRYNN REASONED WHEN BELLI’MAR JURAVIEL AND Pagonel arrived back in Dharyan-Dharielle with news of Abbot Olin.

“Abbot Olin insists that the strike against us was in error, but there is little mistaking his intent,” Pagonel confirmed.

“I’ll not stay holed up in the city,” Brynn remarked, and she moved to the window of the tower overlooking Dharyan-Dharielle’s eastern wall and the encamped Behrenese army beyond. Over the last couple of days, the Behrenese force had shifted to the east, but not far, and while some caravans had moved off down the eastern road, Brynn had suspected that it was all a ruse, and that De Hamman wasn’t leaving at all. Pagonel and Juraviel, great-stepping through that region, had confirmed those suspicions, for a second Behrenese camp had been constructed, just to the east of the first.

“They have moved away from the western borders,” the woman observed. “They leave that path open to us, that we might flee back to the steppes of To-gai.”

Tanalk Grenk entered then, with a sheepish-looking Pechter Dan Turk beside him and Lozan Duk and Belli’mar Juraviel coming in on their heels. There had been talk of expelling the Behrenese emissary from the city, mostly from the fierce Grenk and his followers, but not only had Brynn dissuaded them from that course, she had insisted to Pechter Dan Turk that he remain in Dharyan-Dharielle.

“Is that what your Yatol Wadon desires, Pechter Dan Turk?” the woman asked.

The man looked all about in panic, obviously not understanding the question, for he had not heard Brynn’s previous statement.

“Yatol De Hamman moves his force about to the east, inviting us to flee back to the steppes of To-gai,” Brynn explained.

“You bade him to leave,” the Behrenese man replied. “Perhaps he does so, yes?”

“No,” said Pagonel. “He makes us think that he leaves, that he might bide his time and gather more strength from Jacintha.”

“What is the image of Behren that Yatol Mado Wadon truly desires?” Brynn asked.

The man stammered and seemed at a loss.

“We are not your enemy,” Brynn said to the man. “I beg you to speak freely here, without fear of repercussion.”

“Yatol Wadon wishes Behren to remain united,” the man explained.

“Does that include Dharyan-Dharielle?” Brynn asked. “Would he so quickly go against the very treaty that allowed him to conquer Jacintha in the first place?”

The question, the accusation, seemed to wound Pechter Dan Turk.

“What is in the heart of Pechter Dan Turk?” Brynn went on. “Do you desire to see Dharyan-Dharielle back in the Behrenese kingdom?”

“I desire peace, good lady,” the man replied, and for the first time, it seemed as if he was speaking from the heart, and not from fear. “Behren has been shattered by the deception of Yakim Douan. You cannot understand how profoundly his lies brought rot to the heart and soul of my land and my people.”

“Oh, but I can,” said Brynn.

“Yatol Mado Wadon sought to reunite the kingdom under Jacintha, for only Jacintha holds enough power to keep the tribes from falling into complete chaos once more,” the emissary explained.

“And Abbot Olin helped Jacintha to accomplish that,” reasoned Brynn. “So tell me, who is it that presses Jacintha to regain Dharyan-Dharielle? Is this the desire of Yatol Wadon, or Abbot Olin?”

“Good lady, I have no answer for you,” the man admitted. “My master has never indicated …”

“Then perhaps it is Abbot Olin,” Brynn reasoned. “Exacting a level of control over Yatol Wadon. Taking full advantage of your master’s desperate struggle.”

Pechter Dan Turk started to answer, but then just half shrugged and half nodded, unwilling to agree or deny.

“Mayhap we should send Yatol Wadon this one’s head to tell him that we do not accept his proposal,” fierce Tanalk Grenk said, and he stared hard at Pechter Dan Turk.

The man seemed very small at that moment.

Brynn walked right over, though, insinuating herself between the two and shooting a fierce scowl right back at Tanalk Grenk. “What does Pechter Dan Turk think of the recent battle?” she asked. “To whom does Dharyan-Dharielle belong? Or do you prefer the name simply as Dharyan?”

The man bit his lip.

“Speak freely,” said Brynn. “On my word, there is no consequence here to your honest words.”

“The city’s rightful name is Dharyan-Dharielle,” the man said. “It was fairly given in treaty, and to the gain of both our peoples, so I believed then, when I advised Yatol Mado Wadon. And so I believe now!”

“Then go out from here,” Brynn bade him, and Pechter Dan Turk’s expression became incredulous. “Go to Yatol De Hamman and discern his intentions. He will likely send you back to us with word that he is breaking camp and returning soon to Jacintha.”

“And what am I to tell him from Brynn?”

“Tell him that you are no friend to Brynn,” the woman instructed.

The man studied her for a long while. “You would have me spy against my own people,” he reasoned.

“Only if you consider Abbot Olin to be of your own people,” Brynn replied. “For this is the doing of Abbot Olin, not Yatol Wadon. And perhaps Yatol De Hamman truly intends to leave. If he believes that you are no friend to me, then he will likely speak truthfully to you.”

“And you would have me report back,” the emissary added.

Brynn shrugged. “That will be a choice for Pechter Dan Turk to make, and I will accept whatever choice that is. If Yatol De Hamman indicates that he means to expel me from the city, then perhaps you will come to understand the truth of my fears, that Abbot Olin—not Yatol Wadon—controls Behren, and in that revelation, perhaps you will believe that I am a better friend to Jacintha than the Abellican abbot.”

The man paused and seemed as if he wanted to reply. But he said nothing, except, “I go,” and with a bow, he walked from the room.

“He could betray us,” Tanalk Grenk remarked as soon as he was gone.

“There is nothing to betray,” said Pagonel.

“He could return with a lie from Yatol De Hamman,” Grenk reasoned.

“We know the truth of Yatol De Hamman’s intentions, whatever Pechter Dan Turk might say,” Brynn answered.

“Then what was the point of sending him?”

“To give us a voice in Jacintha later on,” said Brynn, “should we survive the onslaught of Yatol De Hamman.” She turned to the elves, who were standing quietly off to the side. “You have met with Agradeleous?”

“The dragon is in fine spirits,” Juraviel informed her. “And well on the mend. His wing should support him in flight within a few days’ time.”

“But the danger to him remains, should he take wing at all,” Pagonel reminded. “The army of Behren has built weapons to counter Agradeleous, and at the end of the war for To-gai’s freedom, those weapons had the dragon in worse condition than he is now. The Behrenese had us beaten, and only their own inner turmoil pulled them from our gates.”

Tanalk Grenk gave a bit of a snort at that, but even he did not openly disagree with the reasoning.

“And now those weapons, in the ranks of Yatol De Hamman, do not even constitute the greatest threat to Agradeleous,” Pagonel finished.

“The Abellican monks,” Brynn remarked.

“They sorely stung the dragon—ever has Agradeleous held great respect for gemstone users, or magic users of any kind.”

Brynn nodded throughout the mystic’s response. She remembered keenly the time she had flown Agradeleous south about the Mountains of Fire, the land of the Walk of Clouds monastery, which served as home to the Jhesta Tu. Agradeleous had little desire to go anywhere near the magical mystics. Brynn looked back out the window, weighing it all. What she knew beyond doubt was that to try to hole up in the city would eventually prove disastrous, for she and all her forces could not hope to resist the overpowering Behrenese for long. Neither did the prospect of retreating into To-gai appeal to her, particularly given Juraviel’s assessment of Aydrian, and the observations of Abbot Olin’s entrenchment in Jacintha.

To Brynn, the lack of options all pointed her in the same direction, and that course seemed even more plausible given Pagonel’s report of potential unrest within the Honce-the-Bear ranks in Jacintha. She turned back to the group, and the look on her face, so full of determination and sheer grit—an expression that she had worn before most of these same allies for so very long—told them her intentions before she ever spoke them aloud.

“We must shatter this siege before help can arrive,” she stated. “We must cut our enemy’s ranks apart and send the Behrenese fleeing in terror. We must steal the momentum of their heretofore glorious march and remind them why they once so feared the Dragon of To-gai.”

“Our charge will shake the ground beneath their feet!” said an enthusiastic Tanalk Grenk, but the fire seemed to dull quickly, as he added, “But understand, my lady, that such a battle will cost us much in To-gai-ru blood. The Wraps—” He caught himself and stopped, and that, along with his caveat here concerning the battle, showed great progress to Brynn’s scrutinizing eyes. Tanalk Grenk was learning to temper his fierce To-gai-ru warrior heritage with the calm understanding of the greater picture that would prove a necessary wisdom within any leader.

“The Behrenese,” the man corrected, “are numerous and will not be caught unawares. Without the walls before us, they will sting us with their arrows before battle is ever joined. But we will go, with all of our hearts, if Lady Brynn asks it of us!”

Brynn nodded. “To go out in frontal assault against the encamped army would be folly,” she said. “Our greatest weapon here is Agradeleous. The dragon, unchallenged, will strike fear into the hearts of the Behrenese, and his fiery strafes of their ranks will split them asunder and send them running across the open desert sands. But to do that, we must first prepare the battlefield, and our enemies, to our liking.”

She turned to Juraviel. “Could you take Agradeleous with you, using your emerald?”

“If the dragon was in his humanoid form, perhaps,” the elf replied.

“Then what if you take him out secretly behind Behrenese lines?” Brynn asked. “And Pagonel and me, and some other warriors.”

“One at a time,” the elf reminded.

“In the dark of night,” Brynn agreed. “You set us down, and in position to strike at those positions that would most threaten Agradeleous, and then I shall unbridle the beast, to our enemy’s doom.”

“You would play the role of assassin before that of warrior?” Pagonel asked.

“I would secure Dharyan-Dharielle and To-gai, by whatever means,” Brynn replied without missing a beat, and the nod of the Jhesta Tu told her that he agreed with her reasoning. “If we, if Agradeleous, can enact a devastating first strike against the Abellicans and Yatol De Hamman’s war engines, then we shall gain the upper hand and shatter this siege.”

“To what end?” asked Juraviel, and all looked at him curiously.

“Will you then return to hide behind your walls, and await the march of Abbot Olin?” the elf asked.

“I will take the fight all the way to Jacintha, all the way to Abbot Olin,” Brynn answered.

“Then let me go out to the north at once and see if I might find us an ally,” Juraviel asked. “The winter nears its end up there, offering more mobility to those who would oppose Aydrian.”

“And more mobility to Aydrian, should he decide to reinforce Jacintha,” Pagonel warned.

“But do go, and return as soon as you may,” Brynn said to the elf. “We must gather all the information possible before we can execute this plan.” She turned her look upon Lozan Duk. “When you arrived here, you told me that moving through the lines of Yatol De Hamman had been of little difficulty.”

The Doc’alfar grinned from pointed ear to pointed ear. “Give me two nights,” he said, “and I will have every area of Yatol De Hamman’s encampment mapped out for you in great detail. If Juraviel can delay for just a few hours, he and I can bring in many of my kinfolk, who are now stretched from the To-gai plateau to the southern entrance of the Path of Starless Night.”

All of them looked about to each other then, everyone offering a grim and determined nod. The meeting broke up, with all heading to their respective duties, but Pagonel lingered to speak with Brynn alone.

“You will need assurance that our suspicions of Abbot Olin’s intent is correct, that he means to attack and overrun Dharyan-Dharielle,” the mystic reasoned.

“I expect Pechter Dan Turk to return and erase any hopes that I might otherwise have,” said Brynn.

Pagonel nodded, and Brynn could see the sincere admiration in his brown almond-shaped eyes, the mark of his To-gai-ru heritage. She knew then, in that look from her greatest mentor, that she had played the situation perfectly on all counts.

Still, in looking again out the window at the overwhelming enemy force, Brynn realized that it would take more than that for her to truly win through.

For the second time, she blinked open her eyes to see the sun. The sun in the land of the living, from whence Pony believed she had departed forevermore. She was in a cabin in a ship—on Saudi Jacintha, she remembered—wrapped tightly in warm blankets and near to the cabin’s one window.

“Welcome back, lass,” said Andacanavar, kneeling by the side of her bed, which still made him tower over the prone woman. “We thought you’d left us. Praise to Bradwarden for understanding the gemstones and leaping in to your rescue.”

The words rattled around in Pony’s head for a bit, conjuring images of those terrible and desperate moments out on the deck. Bradwarden! She had tapped his life force with the soul stone! She had reached out and taken his energy as her own!

Panicked, Pony tried to sit up but the pain, and Andacanavar’s strong arm, held her down. “Rest easy, my friend,” the ranger said softly. “We’ve two more days to Vanguard, and you will need all of that time and more to stand strong once again.”

“Bradwarden?” Pony gasped breathlessly. “Where is Bradwarden?”

“Out on the deck, resting comfortably,” Andacanavar replied. “He is exhausted from his ordeal in battling your wounds with you—exhausted but well on the mend.”

“I took too much!” Pony insisted. “Speak truly to me, for I know that he could not have survived the leaching of the soul stone!”

Andacanavar gave a small laugh. “You took much indeed,” he agreed. “And we all thought we had lost the centaur—and nearly lost Captain Al’u’met when Bradwarden toppled over toward him! But the hardy Bradwarden rebounded well, I tell you in all honesty.”

Pony shook her head; it didn’t make sense. “Too much,” she argued.

“He mentioned something about an armband,” Andacanavar explained. “A red armband.”

That settled Pony back, her thoughts whirling and all of the questions popping into them leading her in a positive direction. She had forgotten the enchantment of that armband! The elves had given it to Elbryan, and on a human, its healing magic had worked well. But on the centaur, the powers had somehow extended beyond anything Pony had ever known. When Mount Aida had collapsed during the defeat of the demon dactyl, a large section of the mountain had crushed Bradwarden and should have killed him. But that enchanted armband had not allowed the centaur’s life force to flee his corporeal form: it had kept him alive, on the very precipice of death, for weeks and months.

And now it had saved him again, and had saved Pony, as well.

“Tell me of the raid,” said Pony. “How great the gain, and how great the losses?”

“A success by any measure,” Andacanavar told her. “Eight great warships accompany our fleet now, and King Aydrian’s expeditionary force is stranded on Pireth Dancard. The mainland is a long swim.”

Pony shared in his laughter, as much as her aching side allowed. “We must not rest on this one victory,” she said in all seriousness. “Aydrian will move quickly to even the score, and to the support of Pireth Dancard.”

“With the additional ships, Prince Midalis can load a significant force aboard and invade that island fortress.”

“Better not to fight them in defended holes, I think.”

The ranger gave a shrug. “Planning for another day. We will make Vanguard soon enough, and there decide our next course of action.”

“Our?”

Another shrug. “Bruinhelde holds great respect and admiration for Prince Midalis,” the ranger explained. “They are brothers by deed, if not by blood, and have shared much. If Bruinhelde believes that Honce-the-Bear is better served by Midalis than by Aydrian, if he comes to believe that Alpinador will be threatened should Aydrian defeat the rightful king, then he will likely march with Prince Midalis.”

“And will that be your advisement to him?”

“We will see,” the ranger replied, lowering his voice and putting a finger over Pony’s mouth to prevent her from continuing. “Rest, my friend. We’ve a long road ahead.”

Saudi Jacintha caught up to the rest of the fleet and led the way into Pireth Vanguard on the front winds of a budding winter storm. Barely had the ships been safely sheltered and moored, with the Alpinadorans pulling their longboats right out of the water, before terrific winds and great swells battered the coastline of Vanguard, sweeping through the Gulf of Corona and out into the deeper Mirianic.

Still, the season was getting late, with spring fast approaching, and the prince’s charges believed that it would not be long before the trails to Caer Tinella were clear of snow and the gulf became reliably navigable once more. And so the planning began in full, as both Pony and Bradwarden recovered from their wounds. They planned for the defense of Vanguard, should it come to that, and for the offensive they hoped to launch against King Aydrian.

The mood of Pireth Vanguard was not hopeful, however, despite their determination and the great victory they had won at Pireth Dancard. For they knew, from reports and from common sense, that Aydrian was making great gains in the southland. He had even scattered the Touel’alfar, and that was no small feat! Prince Midalis knew that he must fight, but he and all of those around him understood the desperation of that prospect.

Five days after their return to Pireth Vanguard, the darkness of the mood only deepened, for Belli’mar Juraviel arrived with news gathered by his many scouts of the happenings in the southland of Honce-the-Bear, of Duke Kalas’ march and swelling ranks, of Aydrian’s departure from Palmaris at the head of a second army, of the fall of St. Gwendolyn and the execution of Abbot Glendenhook.

But Juraviel also brought with him other news, from the lands south of the Belt-and-Buckle, of the second resistance building against King Aydrian’s encroachment into Behren. And, more hopeful still, of potential erosion within Aydrian’s own ranks.

Namely, Duke Bretherford. Pony knew Bretherford; he had accompanied King Danube to Palmaris during his courting of Pony for those years, and had been the one to sail her back to Ursal upon River Palace when she had returned to Danube’s side after their short separation. Bretherford had not been a supporter of her marriage to Danube, but he had been truthful with Pony throughout their relationship, and had never personally attacked her. More than anything else, Pony had understood Duke Bretherford to be a loyal friend of her husband the king.

“What do you think Duke Bretherford will do if Brynn breaks out of Dharyan-Dharielle and takes her army against Abbot Olin in Jacintha?” Pony asked at the meeting, after Juraviel had told her and the gathered leaders of Yatol De Hamman’s siege of Dharyan-Dharielle and Brynn’s plans to break it.

“He’ll fight for Abbot Olin,” Prince Midalis answered before Juraviel could, and the elf seemed in complete agreement. “Duke Bretherford will side with Honce-the-Bear against either Behren or To-gai, whatever his feelings for the present king.”

Pony looked at all of those gathered, her expression turning sly. “Unless we give him a reason not to,” she remarked.

“What’re ye thinking, lass?” Bradwarden asked.

“Would Duke Bretherford be so willing to support Abbot Olin if Prince Midalis joined Brynn in that fight against Abbot Olin?” Pony replied.

“Are you suggesting that we load up our newly acquired warships and sail all the way to Jacintha?” asked an obviously surprised Prince Midalis.

“It is a risk,” she admitted. “But what do you think the effect upon Aydrian would be if we arrived in Jacintha at the same time as Brynn Dharielle, squeezing Abbot Olin and all of his warriors in a great vise? And what might Aydrian think—and more importantly, what might the other nobles of Honce-the-Bear think—if Duke Bretherford came to side with Prince Midalis?”

“It would be a great victory,” Midalis admitted. “Greater than Pireth Dancard by far.”

“But is it worth the risk of sailing so far and so fast?” Liam put in. “We’ve hardly put the winter behind us, after all.”

Everyone turned to Prince Midalis for a verdict on that remark, and the man sat back in his chair and closed his eyes for a long, long time.

“If we stay here and wait for Aydrian, we might give him a difficult fight, especially if Bruinhelde and his warriors support us, as I know they shall,” the prince began. “But in the end, though we might beat Aydrian back, or stay hidden away enough so that he comes to believe that Vanguard is not worth his trouble, we will hardly be able to counterstrike forcibly.

“If we sail out or march out to take the battle to southern Honce-the-Bear, as I know I must, the odds are far from favorable,” Midalis went on. “We would need to have people, including many soldiers and even Allheart Knights, come over to our side in great numbers to have any chance of standing against the army Duke Kalas has apparently assembled. With those realities put before us, and given our friend Juraviel’s information, is an attempt to enlist the support of Duke Bretherford such a far-fetched and risky proposition?”

“We have to pull at the loose ends of this tapestry Aydrian is weaving to blanket the land,” Pony reminded, and she gave a little shrug and a wink as she finished, “Besides, I have always wanted to see Jacintha.”

“If we find negotiation with Duke Bretherford and turn him to our side, or even if we just join in the battle and assure that Abbot Olin and Duke Bretherford are defeated in Jacintha, our gain will be great,” Juraviel insisted. “If Duke Bretherford comes over or his fleet is sunk, then you will control the seas, Prince Midalis, and it will be much harder for Aydrian to know your location.”

“In that case, he could just march for Vanguard,” the prince warned.

“And you could debark your seaborne forces behind him, anywhere along Honce-the-Bear’s long coastline, and begin eroding his base of support and supply,” the elf countered.

“We become more elusive if we gain uncontested control of the seas,” Pony agreed.

Prince Midalis looked at her, silently pleading with her, she knew. She had gained his trust long ago, on Mount Aida, and he needed to trust in her again. She offered him a warm smile and a determined nod.

“To the Mirianic we go,” Prince Midalis announced. “Tell Captain Al’u’met to organize the sail.”

Soon after, Pony accompanied Midalis to the tent of Bruinhelde in the Alpinadoran encampment northeast of Pireth Vanguard. The two were surprised indeed—and so was Andacanavar, who was also in attendance—when the Alpinadoran chieftain announced that he would accompany the prince on his southern sail, with many warships and the hopes of a great victory.

“You have sown the seeds of trust and friendship,” Pony said to the prince, as they rode back toward Pireth Vanguard later that day.

“A crop more fruitful than I ever imagined,” said Midalis.

“Because you sowed them honestly, and without any ulterior design,” said Pony. “Bruinhelde knows that you came to him in sincere friendship for the benefit of both your peoples. When he followed you to Mount Aida, he found that his acceptance of your offers of friendship in the time of the dactyl were well-founded. And so he is willing to stand beside you.”

“All the way to Behren,” Midalis said with a helpless laugh.

“All the way to Behren,” Pony echoed.


Chapter 36
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Counter Winds Blowing

“LITTLE DID WE REALIZE HOW FAST AND GREAT OUR RISE WOULD BE WHEN LAST we passed this city’s gates,” Aydrian said triumphantly to De’Unnero and Sadye as they and Duke Kalas rode beside him into the city of Entel. The ride across Honce-the-Bear had been easy and most gratifying, with crowds lining every way to cheer for the new king. What a testament to Duke Kalas’ influence and strength, Aydrian had realized, for the man had securely locked up the entirety of the southern kingdom in Aydrian’s name, with but two notable exceptions: Pireth Tulme to the north, upon which Duke Kalas’ armies were even then descending, and St.-Mere-Abelle, to the north and west.

The side trip to Entel had been Kalas’ idea, mostly to check on Abbot Olin’s progress in the south and to ensure that this great city, more populated than Palmaris, even, remained firmly under control during Abbot Olin’s absence. The Abellican Church had always been strong here, but strong in two separate factions. St. Bondabruce, the great abbey, had long held firm under Abbot Olin and his preoccupation with Behren, while the smaller and older abbey, St. Rontlemore, had stayed more a friend to the line of Ursal and the Abellican Church proper, more closely tied to St.-Mere-Abelle.

Duke Kalas had feared that St. Rontlemore might be using Olin’s absence to gain a stronger foothold in Entel, but if that was in any way the case, then the welcome for King Aydrian did not show it! Thousands turned out, the whole city it seemed, waving red kerchiefs, as had become the custom for greeting the young king, and all the state flags flying over the main houses of power, the lords’ mansions, St. Bondabruce, and St. Rontlemore, were the newer version, the bear and tiger rampant, facing off over the evergreen symbol of the Church.

“St. Rontlemore has shown great wisdom in this,” De’Unnero remarked when he noted that banner over the ancient abbey.

“Because Duke Kalas has so completely cut them off from St.-Mere-Abelle,” Aydrian replied. “Their mother abbey has deserted them, as far as they can tell.”

“I do not trust in their loyalty,” Duke Kalas admitted. “The brothers of St. Rontlemore might be pragmatic more than wise, and if that is so, they likely hold the old flag of the Ursal line ready to hoist should the situation change.”

“We need not worry over that once St.-Mere-Abelle has fallen,” Aydrian remarked, and he looked to De’Unnero, who nodded his agreement and couldn’t hide just a bit of a grin.

“I have long sent word to Duke Bretherford in the south,” Duke Kalas said. “I expect that Abbot Olin will be here to greet us, or that he will soon arrive.”

“Not soon enough, if he is not already here,” said De’Unnero. “We have left a dangerous foe behind us in St.-Mere-Abelle, and with spring fast warming the winter trails, Prince Midalis might not be far behind.”

“Palmaris is well defended, as is Ursal,” Duke Kalas strongly replied, as if he had taken the words as an affront.

“Nothing would please me more than to hear that Midalis and St.-Mere-Abelle were both now attacking Palmaris,” said Aydrian. “Let them play their hands.”

“Midalis will not be without support, wherever he arrives,” warned De’Unnero.

“Wherever that may be, I will crush him,” Aydrian assured the man. Aydrian didn’t miss Duke Kalas’ slight grimace at that remark; he understood the duke’s reluctance. Prince Midalis had been his friend for a long time, after all, and the brother of the man who had been Kalas’ dearest companion for many years. But it did not matter, Aydrian knew. Duke Kalas would not flee his side when Midalis arrived.

“And the sooner we are rid of him, the sooner I can secure the kingdom in total and turn my attention toward helping Abbot Olin finish off the Behrenese,” Aydrian went on. “Then where, I wonder? To To-gai in the far southwest? To the cold lands of Alpinador?”

He stopped as they pulled their horses up in front of the great iron gates of the fence surrounding St. Bondabruce. They were warmly welcomed by a host of eager brothers and led into the main audience chamber of Abbot Olin. It was a vast and airy space, not as cavernous as the audience halls of Castle Ursal perhaps, but actually more so than the tighter quarters of St.-Mere-Abelle, with its huddled architecture keeping it warm from the cold Mirianic winds. St.-Mere-Abelle was many times the size of St. Bondabruce, and held more than ten times the number of brothers. The treasures of the mother abbey were priceless, with gold-trimmed tapestries and ornamental chalices and artifacts from every age of the Abellican Church, and many more that even predated the old religion! In terms of wealth, gemstone cache, library, and artworks, St. Bondabruce did not come close to comparing to St.-Mere-Abelle, nor did the Entel abbey have any of the more spectacular architectural items, like the ornate stained-glass window that looked out on All Saints Bay from the main keep in great St.-Mere-Abelle. But with the more hospitable southern climate, St. Bondabruce did not need the low ceilings of its northern sister abbey, so the place was anchored by soaring minarets. The ceiling in this audience chamber was no less than fifty feet high, all painted in the bright colors and designs more typical of Behren than Honce-the-Bear.

The furnishings also showed great Behrenese influence, with rich, brightly colored fabrics and airy net weaves across the wide backs of chairs. Abbot Olin had done much to influence that, they all understood, and seeing the place again only reminded Aydrian of how fully he had put Olin out of the way by sending him to his favored haunts in the south.

“King Aydrian,” greeted an older, neatly trimmed man, moving out quickly from a side door in the audience hall. He rushed up before Aydrian, dipped a deep and polite bow, and motioned for the young king to take the abbot’s throne seat as his own.

“Greetings, Master Mackaront,” Aydrian replied, recognizing the man from their journeys to the southern waters, when De’Unnero and Aydrian had secured the services of the pirate, Maisha Darou, and his fleet. “Pray you go tell your Abbot Olin that we have arrived, and that time is of the essence.”

Mackaront shifted somewhat nervously, a movement that none of the four visitors missed. “Abbot Olin remains in Jacintha,” the man explained. “The situation there is quite fluid, and he feared that leaving now could be detrimental to our purposes.”

Aydrian studied the man carefully, then nodded and did sit down upon Olin’s own chair. “Quite fluid?”

Mackaront glanced around and cleared his throat. “I assure you, King Aydrian, that Behren is secured,” he began, trying to appear more confident than he sounded. “At least, the newer kingdom of Behren is now secure under the control of Yatol Mado Wadon, who is no more than the public voice of Abbot Olin. The tumult within Behren is as you believed, and Abbot Olin found his services required—at any price.”

“But …” Aydrian prompted, for the words of victory hardly matched the man’s nervous demeanor.

“In Behren’s war with To-gai, concessions were made,” Master Mackaront explained. “The city of Dharyan was given over to Brynn Dharielle and the To-gai-ru, and we have found a difficult time in … in getting it back.”

Aydrian paused for a moment, then laughed aloud. “Abbot Olin has done battle with Brynn?”

“Through his emissary, Yatol De Hamman, yes.”

Aydrian laughed again.

“Yatol De Hamman’s march through the kingdom was a complete success,” the stammering Mackaront added, obviously confused by the laughter. “Every city fell to Jacintha. Concerning the new incarnation of Behren, your dreams have been all but realized, and will be soon, I do not doubt, as Abbot Olin increases his hold over the populace. But the army is weary of battle, and has great fear of Brynn Dharielle, the Dragon of To-gai. Thus, I was sent back to Entel, to find audience with you and bid you to spare more soldiers for Abbot Olin.”

“The force I have already given to him is considerable,” Aydrian countered.

“But much of it involves the fleet, and that will be of little use inland against Dharyan-Dharielle,” Master Mackaront explained. “Abbot Olin believes that with another five thousand Kingsmen, he can seize Dharyan-Dharielle within three weeks and complete the reunification of Behren.”

“And then press on?” Aydrian asked.

“If Dharyan is recovered, the To-gai-ru will have little resistance to offer,” Master Mackaront said hopefully. “If you were to send ten thousand instead of five, Abbot Olin could sweep all resistance from the steppes before the turn of the year! Such a victory, led by men of Honce-the-Bear, would also strengthen Abbot Olin’s position in Jacintha. He could quickly make Yatol Mado Wadon fully irrelevant, and all the lands south of the Belt-and-Buckle would be yours.”

“Hmm,” the young king mused, dropping his chin into his hand. “There remains only one problem then.”

“My King?”

“The fact that I specifically instructed Abbot Olin not to go against Brynn Dharielle,” said Aydrian, his voice suddenly turning angry.

“The battle was inadvertent,” Master Mackaront backpedaled. “An error in judgment by Yatol De Hamman, whose head was doubtlessly filled with images of greater glory. But now that the fight has begun …”

“Abbot Olin will stop it, and with his sincere apologies,” Aydrian told him.

“We can defeat her, my King,” Master Mackaront assured.

“Is there something deficient in your hearing, master?” De’Unnero sternly interjected.

Aydrian waved the fiery monk off. “Please speak openly, master,” he bade.

Master Mackaront cleared his throat again. “The city nearly fell to De Hamman, and that despite the surprise return of the dragon and a second horde of To-gai-ru warriors,” he explained. “They are besieged within the city now, with nowhere to run. Never will we see so great an opportunity as this one at hand. On the open desert or open steppes, the Dragon of To-gai is a far more formidable foe.”

“Is this Dragon of To-gai a woman, or is it a beast?” De’Unnero asked.

“It is both,” Mackaront explained. “The woman, Brynn Dharielle, is called the Dragon of To-gai because of the great beast she controls.”

“A dragon?” Sadye put in. “A real dragon?”

“Had I not seen it with my own eyes, I would not disagree with your obvious doubt,” Master Mackaront replied. “A real dragon indeed, huge and terrible. But the warriors of Behren have done battle with it for years now, and they know how to beat it. Aided by the magic of the Abellican brothers, they will bring the beast down.”

“There remains only one problem then,” Aydrian reiterated, his voice thick with sarcasm.

“Yes, my King,” the master of St. Bondabruce agreed, and he lowered his eyes.

“Abbot Olin is not to battle Brynn,” Aydrian declared. “Not now. Not if all the southland was handed to me in a victory chalice. I do not wish to war with Brynn. I have other plans for her.”

That brought curious stares from the others in the room, Aydrian noted, particularly from Sadye, who seemed less than pleased. She was particularly irked by his familiar tone regarding Brynn, he realized, and he had to fight hard to keep his grin hidden.

“Abbot Olin has all the forces that can be spared at this time,” Aydrian said flatly to Master Mackaront. “The season grows warmer and our dangerous foe to the north will likely march. And there remains the issue of St.-Mere-Abelle—you and your abbot do remember that place, do you not?” Aydrian looked at De’Unnero as he finished, though, and not at Mackaront, and he was pleased to see the eager glow in the monk’s eyes—and in those of Duke Kalas, as well.

“Yes, my King.”

“Would you have me lessen my pressure upon the perverted Abellican Order and delay my conquest of the mother abbey so that your abbot can collect miles of windblown sand for my coffers?”

“No, of course not, my King.”

“Then go quickly and tell Abbot Olin to surrender his visions of To-gai and use the forces I have given to him to strengthen his hold on Behren. When I am finished here, I will join him in Jacintha, with all the strength of Honce-the-Bear behind me. Brynn Dharielle will be brought into my fold, one way or another. Now be gone.”

“Yes, my King.” With that, Mackaront bowed and exited the room, and headed straight out the front door of St. Bondabruce.

“I am surprised that Abbot Olin did not come to meet with you personally,” Marcalo De’Unnero observed.

“Nor Duke Bretherford,” added Kalas. “Perhaps the abbot’s hold on the southland is not as strong as he believes.”

“Let us hope that it is,” Aydrian replied. “Because he must hold with those forces I have entrusted to him. I’ll not turn my eyes from the north now, not with St.-Mere-Abelle unconquered and Prince Midalis not yet discovered. Have we word from Earl DePaunch?”

“None since the runner ship arrived in Palmaris from Pireth Dancard announcing that the fortress had been taken,” Duke Kalas admitted.

“The weather has turned fair enough for DePaunch to risk a journey southward by a courier ship, surely,” said De’Unnero.

“Perhaps one has landed in Palmaris during our march,” the duke replied. “We cannot know.”

De’Unnero started to respond, his voice rising with agitation.

“It is not a matter of concern to us at this time,” Aydrian interrupted. “Set your sights on Pireth Tulme—I wish to have it secured in short order. And set your sights upon St.-Mere-Abelle. If Prince Midalis makes an appearance, we will destroy him. If not, then let us secure the whole of the southland, the mother abbey included. Our position will only be greater in that event should the prince come south.”

“And what of the eager DePaunch?” De’Unnero asked, doing nothing at all to hide his continuing contempt for the young upstart.

“I will see to him,” said Aydrian. “Along with his victory in the gulf, when Pireth Tulme is ours, St.-Mere-Abelle will be completely isolated. As will Prince Midalis. Time works against the prince, not for him. Even those peasants who might have supported him have warmed to the thought of King Aydrian, no doubt.”

“They are a fickle lot,” Duke Kalas agreed with a derisive chortle, a sentiment that was shared by everyone in the room.

The now-formidable armada of Prince Midalis swept out of Vanguard harbor, sails full of wind. Sleek Saudi Jacintha centered the fleet, her prow smoothly cutting the dark waters while the heavier, stolen Honce-the-Bear warships bounced and splashed along beside her.

The spirit of Aydrian, hovering over the gulf waters, wasn’t nearly as surprised that the efficient prince had so quickly turned the ships back out as he was to discover the trailing fleet of Alpinadoran longboats.

So, Midalis had made some allies in Vanguard.

Any thoughts that Aydrian had harbored of sending the rest of his fleet out from Palmaris to confront the prince flew away now, in light of the size and strength of this armada. When the young king’s spirit had flown past Pireth Dancard, to see the charred skeletons of three warships and the tip of the mast of a fourth one, sunken in the bay, he had easily deduced the source of that disaster. His subsequent scouting of the island, to see that Earl DePaunch and the rest of his soldiers were still ashore, had made it fairly clear to Aydrian that the rest of the missing fleet had likely been stolen.

And here they were, sailing south from Vanguard, stacked with enemies of his crown.

In a way, Aydrian was glad to see the force moving against him—finally he knew the intentions of Prince Midalis. And given the size of the fleet, he knew, too, the general size of Midalis’ force. Fifty boats, most of them longboats and only nine heavier warships.

Not more than five thousand warriors.

The young king wished that he could become a more substantial physical force at that moment, a great gale to circle behind the armada and fill their sails even more. Not to sink them, but to urge them on, to push Midalis more swiftly to the coast of southern Honce-the-Bear.

Then it would be over and he would be unopposed.

His pleasant musing was sharply interrupted, though, as a wave of energy overcame him. Suddenly, Aydrian’s corporeal form seemed so much farther away, almost unattainably so! Panic welling, the young man soared back to his body in Entel, and rushed into it, coming awake and gasping repeatedly.

Gradually, he calmed and realized what had happened, and he forgave himself his moment of panic and misunderstanding.

He wasn’t used to losing.

He recognized that sunstone antimagic had defeated him. Certainly it was easier to put up a sunstone antimagic wave than to utilize the spirit-walking ability of the soul stone. Even a much weaker gemstone-wielder could defeat the latter with the former.

Still, someone had noted his intrusion, it seemed, and he had been nowhere near to the fleet of Prince Midalis. Someone on the decks of one of those ships was apparently quite familiar, and proficient, with gemstone magic.

“Mother?” Aydrian asked slyly into his empty room.

At the front rail on the prow of Saudi Jacintha, Pony looked out at the dark waters and let the salty breeze blow through her hair. She had come up here alone to meditate on all the circumstances surrounding her, to consider the course of Dasslerond more completely, and now the attempts by Juraviel to help her put things aright.

To consider the man standing on the deck behind her, Prince Midalis, and the desperate gamble they were all now taking to try to find some weakness in the growing strength of Aydrian.

To consider Aydrian, her son, so lost and wayward, so wrongly guided. And to consider Elbryan. Had it been a dream, a delusion wrought by weakness and agony? Had she really descended into the realm of death when she had been shot by that arrow along the waters offshore of Pireth Dancard? By all common sense, she knew it had to be a delusion; but if so how had she maintained enough of a connection to her soul stone to prevent that surely mortal wound from finishing her off?

Had it really been the spirit of Elbryan guiding her, holding her hand and holding her heart through the gemstone?

Pony didn’t know, and that only made the spirit’s last words to her even more confusing.

“We make fine progress, but Captain Al’u’met fears that the strong tail wind portends a brewing late-season storm,” said Midalis, coming up beside her.

“No storm,” Pony assured him, for she had scouted far out to the west the previous night. She knew that they would be well beyond Pireth Dancard, at least, before any storm could catch up to them, and knew, too, that if they got around the northeastern tip of the mainland, beyond Pireth Tulme, then the sailing should be smoother and much safer.

“Captain Al’u’met explained that running the eastern coast in the spring and summer is quite safe,” Midalis remarked, echoing her thoughts exactly.

“The farther south we sail, the safer the waters in this season,” she replied. The two stood in silence for some time, then, just looking out at the shining dark waters and the occasional white-tipped breaks. Directly below them, the water splashed and flew as Saudi Jacintha swept on.

“I never would have found the courage for so bold a move without you,” Prince Midalis said quietly a short time later.

Pony turned and regarded him curiously.

“The strike against Dancard, and now this,” Midalis explained. “You have brought more with you than you understand in your journey to join me.”

“More a flight from Aydrian than that,” Pony admitted.

Prince Midalis offered a smile and a nod. “Do you really believe that Duke Bretherford will be swayed?”

“The Duke Bretherford that I knew was loyal to your brother.”

“As was Duke Kalas,” Midalis reminded.

“But unlike Kalas, Bretherford was never blinded by ambition,” Pony explained. “It is surprising that Duke Kalas threw in so readily with Aydrian—unless you consider how profoundly the man despises me.”

“Then he is a fool,” Midalis said to her, and he reached over and dared to stroke her blond hair.

Pony just kept looking back out at the water, accepting the comforting pat.

“Then Duke Bretherford never despised Queen Jilseponie,” Midalis reasoned.

“I would not have called us friends, but neither were we enemies. I have always been fond of Duke Bretherford, and he was quite blunt and honest with me—perhaps the only one in your brother’s court to act so.”

Midalis came to the rail beside her and leaned out on crossed arms. “It is such a desperate plan, isn’t it?”

“Less so than our strike at Pireth Dancard a few weeks ago when the seas were far more dangerous, I would guess,” Pony replied. “Duke Bretherford’s fleet outside of Jacintha is not so formidable, from what I have gathered from Belli’mar Juraviel. If the duke turns on us, we should defeat him.”

“I mean all of it,” Prince Midalis clarified. “This whole attempt to unseat your son, whose army, by all accounts, is …” He stopped and looked hard at Pony, who had suddenly turned away, glancing all about and wearing an expression of suspicion.

“What is it?”

Pony held up her hand to cut short the inquisition and just went on glancing about. “How could I have been so foolish?” she asked, and her hand went to the pouch on her hip.

“What is it?” Midalis demanded.

“It is Aydrian, I believe,” the woman answered, and she drew forth her hand and sorted through the stones until she held a sunstone alone. Pony fell into that stone and called forth its antimagic energies, then threw them out wide to the waves. Sometime later, the woman gave a sigh and considered her friend.

“Aydrian sought us out spiritually,” she explained. “I think it was he, or one of his lackeys.”

“Perhaps it was one of the brothers within St.-Mere-Abelle.”

“Let us hope,” said Pony.

“You dismissed the magic with the sunstone?”

“It is not so difficult a feat,” she explained. “The sunstone is an easy defense against such intrusions, for the first hint of its power forces a spirit to flee back to its dispossessed body.”

“Could you not have gone out with the soul stone instead?” the prince asked. “To determine the source of that … feeling?”

Pony thought on it, then just shook her head. The prince had a point, she knew, but she knew, too, without a doubt, that she simply did not wish to meet Aydrian in any form at that time.

“I will be more vigilant,” she promised.

“If he knows …”

“Then he knows only that we have sailed out of Vanguard, nothing more. Our destination could be Palmaris. Or St.-Mere-Abelle. Or Pireth Tulme. He cannot know. And we have a significant part of his fleet, even should he guess our course. What might he throw against us that we cannot defeat out here on the seas?”

It was true enough, she knew, and she joined Prince Midalis in looking around at that time, at the great warships sailing off to either side of Saudi Jacintha’s wake and the multitude of Alpinadoran vessels keeping pace all about them. It was a comforting sight indeed, for there was truth in Pony’s statement, and it seemed possible at that time that Prince Midalis might seize complete control of the seas in short order. Taking the land might not prove so easy.

Playing on that thought, Pony turned to the man. “Pireth Dancard,” she said.

Midalis looked at her curiously.

“Perhaps we should visit the island fortress once more, on our way through the gulf,” Pony explained. “They, resident and invader alike, have been trapped there for weeks now. Perhaps the sight of Prince Midalis will offer hope to your loyalists and make Aydrian’s supporters reconsider their course.”

“You would have us slow our run to the south?”

“Nay,” the woman answered, a grin growing on her face. “Let the fleet sail on, with only Saudi Jacintha lagging behind. Or better still, let us bid Captain Al’u’met to open wide his sails and outdistance the fleet to Dancard, where we can wait. You and I can go out from her—I will get you to Dancard with the gemstones.”

“And then what?” the prince asked incredulously. “We, two, do battle with an Ursal legion?”

“We two learn what we might learn, and strike wherever we might,” Pony said, and now her grin spread wide across her face.

Prince Midalis looked at her for a long while before a similar grin began to widen on his handsome face. “You are a gambler, aren’t you?”

“Not when I see a more reasonable course,” Pony admitted. “You know of one?”

The prince only laughed.

They came ashore in the dark of night, stepping from the lapping waves onto the surf-rounded rocks not far from the spot where Pony once lay wounded. Behind them, a mile out to sea, Saudi Jacintha sat at anchor, while the rest of the fleet sailed on from the north, trying to catch up to the swift ship.

As they moved up the beach to higher ground, they saw the lights of the tower fortress off to the left and the darkened shapes of the buildings of Dancard town along the rocky slopes to the right. One place within that quiet community seemed to be bustling, though, and the pair let it be their beacon as they made their way.

“A common room,” Pony observed quietly from the shadows beyond the windows.

“Filled mostly with townsfolk, it seems,” said Midalis, bending a bit for a better angle as he peered into the glow. “But soldiers, too, no doubt.”

“I want to run in there and proclaim your presence,” Pony admitted. “I want to lead you to the tower and take it back for the rightful crown, here and now.”

“You promised Bradwarden and Andacanavar that this was merely an exploratory journey,” the prince reminded her.

It was true enough, Pony had to admit. When she and Midalis had announced their plans for this diversion to Pireth Dancard, the centaur, in particular, had howled in outrage, and had kept on howling until he got concessions from the pair that they would use all precautions here.

The sound of talking from farther down the road behind the pair had them ducking deeper into the shadows, and they watched as a group of five men—fishermen of Dancard, obviously, and not professional soldiers—ambled into sight.

Pony and Midalis exchanged a glance, and then the woman stepped out to block the road before the group, while the prince sank deeper into the shadows.

“Greetings,” she said.

The men stopped, nearly falling all over each other. “Eh, Connie girl, is that you?” one asked.

“Nah, that’s not Connie,” another was quick to add. “Who are ye, girl?”

“Hardly a girl anymore,” Pony said and she moved a bit more into the light and pulled back the hood of her cloak, shaking her blond hair free.

“Who are ye then?” the second man asked. “Ye’re not one from Dancard that I’m knowin’, and I’m knowin’ all from Dancard town. Did ye come in with them soldiers, then? A trollop for the morale o’ the men?”

That brought a few hopeful smiles from the others, and Pony merely laughed. “Hardly,” she replied. “I am a herald, come to Dancard isle this night.”

“This night?” one man balked, and he and the others glanced down toward the dark ocean as if expecting an invasion fleet to even then be gliding in. “I heard o’ no ships putting in to Dancard this night!”

“Because I was on no ship,” Pony replied calmly. “And I am no trollop. I am a herald, as I said, bearing news of Prince Midalis of Vanguard, the rightful king of Honce-the-Bear.”

The men all stammered, but really said nothing intelligible for a long while.

“Are ye now?” one of them finally managed to ask.

“The same Prince Midalis who led the attack against the fleet of Ursal that came to Pireth Dancard,” Pony went on. “The same Prince Midalis who stranded the soldiers here by sailing off with their ships.”

“Bah, she’s one of Earl DePaunch’s spies!” another man cried. “He’s testing our wits here, wanting to see if we’re thinkin’ in favor o’ Midalis. Scoot her on her way and let us get to the bottles!”

“Aye, she’s no herald,” another agreed.

“Then why did she bring me along with her?” asked Midalis, stepping from the shadows to stand openly before them, his hands on his hips, holding wide his cloak to reveal the crest of the bear rampant, the crest of his family, emblazoned upon the one piece of armor he wore this night, a half breastplate that covered the left side of his chest.

Indeed, the men did recognize Midalis, for he had been through Dancard on several occasions, including his return trip from the marriage of Pony and his brother only a couple of years before.

The men gave a communal gasp.

“Are ye to kill DePaunch then and get his bullies off our island?” one dared to ask a moment later.

“Aye, the dog that he is,” another said, and he spat upon the ground.

“He put Warder Presso to the noose, he did,” said another.

“Warder Presso?” Pony asked suddenly, the name sparking recognition.

“Aye, our leader here before DePaunch,” the man answered. “A good man. Coastpoint Guard for years and years.”

“You knew him?” Prince Midalis asked Pony.

“I knew a man by that name in Pireth Tulme, many years ago,” the woman answered, and her tone turned very cold as she asked the townsman, “Where is this Earl DePaunch?”

As one, the group turned up toward the tower.

“What are you thinking, Jilseponie?” Prince Midalis quietly asked.

She didn’t answer. She didn’t have to answer to convey her intentions. “Stand strong in your faith in the line of Ursal,” she said to the townsfolk, and she turned and started off into the darkness, heading for the distant tower.

“My prince?” one man asked, obviously not knowing what he should do and obviously expecting some trouble!

“Go to your revelry,” Prince Midalis explained. “You are not forgotten here, though it may be some time before I can return to you. But I will return to you, on my word, should I reclaim the crown of Honce-the-Bear.” And then, knowing well that Pony wasn’t waiting for him, the man sprinted off into the night.

He caught up to her along the road out of Dancard town, moving determinedly toward the tower. “Jilseponie,” he warned, grabbing her by the arm. “We promised Andacanavar and Bradwarden that we would avoid trouble.”

“No trouble,” the woman returned. “But I’ve a few words for this Earl DePaunch.” She looked Midalis in the eye, and even in the dark of night, he could see the intense sparkle in her blue eyes. “For the man who murdered Warder Constantine Presso.”

The woman stormed on, sweeping Midalis along in her wake. As they approached the tower of Pireth Dancard, they saw a pair of guards standing before the closed doors, long spears held ready beside them.

“Stand and be counted!” came the demand.

“Open the door!” Pony shouted back.

“What is the meaning of this?” one of the guards roared at her. “Back to your homes, peasants!”

“Is that how you name your former queen, and the prince of Honce-the-Bear?” Pony yelled right back at him, pulling back the hood of her cloak. “Stand aside for Prince Midalis, or risk being hanged as a traitor to the crown!”

How wide those two sets of eyes looked, reflected in the torchlight! The men gawked for a moment, then looked to each other, then back at the surprising pair. One stammered, “What? What?” over and over again, while the other slunk back and seemed on the verge of a fast retreat.

“Open the door!” Pony demanded.

“I cannot, milady,” the flustered soldier cried, and he halfheartedly lifted his spear before him, while his partner moved more forcibly to intercept the still-approaching pair.

Or at least, the man tried to intercept, for in the flash of a sizzling, bluish silver bolt, he was flying away, to crash against the tower side and crumple to the hard ground.

The other man fell back, and then screamed out as another bolt blasted forth from Pony’s hand, aimed not at him, but at the door he partially blocked.

The door fell in, the guard stumbling down atop it, and Pony and Midalis simply walked right by.

“Where is Earl DePaunch?” Pony asked the shaking and prone guard.

The man pointed to the stairway set in the back of the circular tower’s base.

Up went Pony, with Midalis following close behind. They moved quickly right through the second floor, the barracks, taking little heed of the men, some sleeping, some groggily asking what the commotion was all about.

By the time they got to the third-floor door, some of those soldiers were crying out for them to stop, but they merely pushed on, then closed and barred the door behind them.

A hallway loomed before them, a door on either side and one at its end.

“Which one, I wonder?” Pony asked, and Midalis just shrugged.

“If this is another squabble over some peasant’s livestock, I will …,” came a complaint from the end of the hall, as the door opened and a man stepped to its threshold. He wore a nightshirt, but it was of fine silk, obviously imported from Behren, and he had a distinct look of nobility about him, with his perfectly groomed hair and beard.

“Earl DePaunch, I presume,” Pony said to him.

The man looked at her curiously for just a moment, and then his eyes widened so much that it seemed as if the balls would just fall from their sockets and roll about on the floor!

“Queen … queen,” he stammered.

“And prince prince, too,” Pony dryly replied.

The man disappeared, slamming the door and giving a shriek, and Pony methodically moved to it, and through it, just in time to see the tower top’s trapdoor slam shut above her.

“Block it! Block it!” she heard the muffled cry of the earl. “Put your bodies atop it, you fools!”

Pony looked to Midalis and smiled wryly. “See? No trouble.” She lifted her hand and found her way into the graphite.

The trapdoor blasted apart, launching the two unfortunate soldiers lying atop it into the air.

One was still down, barely conscious, the other up on one knee, shaking his head so forcefully that his lips made a flapping sound, when Pony climbed through onto the rooftop.

A sword met her ascent, coming in hard from the left, but the woman had anticipated the attack, of course, and so she had her own sword in hand, meeting the attack with a deft parry, a subtle turn, and a sudden sweep that sent the other blade flying away into the night.

The Kingsman started to come at her again, but she eyed him dangerously. “Be reasonable, friend,” she said. “Do not make me kill you.”

The man, as if only then realizing that he had no weapon in hand, backed away and held his hands up before him.

“To arms!” the terrified DePaunch cried, leaning over the tower’s edge across the way from Pony. “To arms! Giulio Jannet, where are you?”

“Nowhere that will do you any good, traitor,” Pony said, and Earl DePaunch gave a little shriek and rushed to the side as Pony steadily approached.

“Tell me of Warder Presso’s hanging,” Pony bade him. “Tell me in detail how you murdered my old friend.”

“I represent King Aydrian,” the stammering earl replied. “I am a soldier in the army of Honce-the-Bear.”

“You are an Allheart Knight, sworn to protect the line of Ursal!” Pony corrected. “The line that names this man as king!” She swept her hand out toward the somewhat amused, somewhat nervous, Prince Midalis.

He stood by the shattered trapdoor looking down, and remarked, “I do believe that we will soon be joined by interested others.”

That seemed to give Earl DePaunch some backbone—he stood straighter, at least, and motioned for his soldiers to act.

One started to, but Pony was quicker. She rushed the nobleman and put her sword tip to his throat, her other hand reaching into her gemstone pouch. “Do tell your soldiers to leave.”

“Help me!” the man cried. “Help me! Kill them!”

Pony snapped her hand up to the earl’s chest and engaged her new gemstone, forcing its powers to encompass the man instead of herself. His body weight stolen by the malachite’s levitational magic, the man went up on his toes, then right off the ground, lifted by Pony. With a shrug, she sent him flying out over the tower’s edge.

“Yes, do kill me,” she said, turning to face the others.

The three Kingsmen, and a fourth coming up through the trapdoor, hesitated.

“Leave her!” Earl DePaunch screamed frantically, flailing his arms and legs. “Do not harm her! Do not break her concentration!”

With that settled, Pony motioned for the men to throw aside their weapons and move back over to the trapdoor.

“I demand the surrender of Pireth Dancard to the rightful king of Honce-the-Bear, Prince Midalis Dan Ursal!” she called to DePaunch.

DePaunch stammered and stuttered, but was too afraid to argue with her.

“If you so believe in your young King Aydrian, then you should deny my claim here and now,” Pony chided. “Tell your men to slay me, Earl DePaunch. Tell them to attack with all their hearts, in faith that you served your king well as you fell to your death.”

The sound that came from Earl DePaunch’s lips sounded distinctly like a whine.

“I deny your claim!” came a cry from below, and Pony and Midalis looked over the tower’s lip to see an Abellican monk standing before the tower, soldiers all about him. “The kingdom is Aydrian’s, and the church is claimed for Father Abbot Marcalo De’Unnero.” The monk looked about, ordering the soldiers into the tower, and he seemed to have many allies down there with him, all willing to sacrifice DePaunch, if it had to be.

“If I angle it correctly, I might be able to drop DePaunch atop the fool,” Pony remarked to Midalis.

But Prince Midalis cupped her hand with his own. “Remember who we are,” he said. “Set the man down.”

Pony stared at him incredulously, but Midalis jumped aside and gathered up a rope that was lying beside the ballista. He tossed one end out to the earl, and when the man caught it, he gave a sudden tug that brought the weightless DePaunch flying back over the tower top, where Pony released him from the magic. He fell hard, skidding down, but scrambled right back to his feet.

“A wise choice, Prince Midalis,” DePaunch said, trying to regain some of his lost dignity. “Perhaps I might speak on your behalf to King Aydrian.”

He didn’t quite get Aydrian’s name out before Midalis’ left hook smashed him in the face, dropping him like a stone.

“Think well on your position here, Earl DePaunch,” the prince warned. “You are isolated; the seas are mine, as the kingdom soon will be. I’ll not forget your treason, sir, nor your murder of Warder Presso.”

“Who was my friend,” Pony added, moving by and glaring at the squirming man. “We will speak again.”

They had to leave then, for the tower below was filling with soldiers, and even the three guards on the top with them seemed to be gaining some confidence.

“You should all consider your positions well,” Pony said to them, and she sheathed her sword and took out a second gemstone—which made the soldiers shrink back even more. “King Danube is dead, but his line lives on. Aydrian is not of that line, and is not the rightful king of Honce-the-Bear.”

She took Midalis’ hand then, and engaged her malachite gemstone, running to the tower’s lip and leaping away. As soon as they were airborne, Pony reached into the second stone, a lodestone, and used its energies to find a metallic source across the way in Dancard town. She strengthened the lodestone’s focus on that metal, using the magnetic energies to propel her and Midalis along through the dark Dancard night.

She brought them down easily, releasing the malachite. On they ran down to the surf, the sound of a dozen horns blowing furiously behind them. Now with amber in hand, the clever woman and the prince sprinted out across the dark waters toward the waiting Saudi Jacintha. “I should have dropped him to his death,” Pony lamented, when they were safely away.

“His terror weakened him in the eyes of his juniors,” Midalis remarked. “Your action, had you killed him, might have brought an attempted revolt, but that would have done little but get the townsfolk slaughtered. We cannot support them now, because we’ve not the time nor the resources to do battle with Pireth Dancard at present. Our business is in the south, remember?”

Pony had to agree. “You have support in Dancard—Earl DePaunch’s stay there will not be without incident.”

“And there he will remain, until we decide otherwise. You shamed him to his soldiers and now they know the truth of my intent. We have won a significant victory here.”

Pony wasn’t quite so convinced, but she understood that it had to be good enough. Still, within Pony there loomed a desire to slip ashore and cripple the batteries, and to finish with DePaunch and all the other leaders. Then let Midalis’ warships sail in, and see how much resistance the island offered! But Midalis was right, she knew. What would they do with the crown’s soldiers even if they came over to the prince’s cause? They had no more room on their ships.

Her friend was right, she knew. Let Aydrian’s men sit there on that rocky island and fester.

And let DePaunch suffer with his fears.

For now.


Chapter 37
 [image: ]

The Value of Knowing

“I WAS TOLD TO COME HERE AND CONVINCE YOU THAT THE WITHDRAWAL IS WELL under way,” Pechter Dan Turk said to Brynn, Pagonel, and the other leaders of Dharyan-Dharielle. “You are to be mollified, to purchase the weeks that Yatol De Hamman needs to strengthen his force.”

Brynn looked past the words, to the torn feelings she read clearly in Pechter Dan Turk’s eyes. It was killing the man to so betray his own people, she knew, and he was doing so only because he had honestly come to believe that it was Abbot Olin and Honce-the-Bear, and not Yatol Wadon and Behren, that were truly in command here, and truly set to benefit. Olin was using Behrenese blood to expand the empire of King Aydrian and the Abellican Church.

Brynn looked around to the others in the room, to see the gamut of emotions, from the doubting expression on the stern face of ever-skeptical Tanalk Grenk to the sudden exuberance displayed by some of the younger leaders.

“Those hundreds who have apparently left De Hamman’s force,” Brynn began, “how far have they retreated?”

“Within an hour’s march,” Pechter Dan Turk replied. “A few miles along the road and no more. Yatol De Hamman will not allow himself to become truly weakened when there is any possibility that you might come forth from Dharyan-Dharielle.”

“Then why march at all?” Tanalk Grenk put in.

“Because if we believe that he is coordinating the retreat of his army, we will not come forth,” Pagonel explained. “Yatol De Hamman does not wish a battle against us at this time.”

“His force is greater than anything To-gai could muster,” Tanalk Grenk argued. “Our walls keep him at bay, but would we win if we charged out from those walls?”

“It would be a difficult battle,” Brynn admitted. “But we would prevail.” She wasn’t sure she really believed that last statement, for she understood that De Hamman’s force was not only mighty in a conventional sense, but that they had added several elements—quick-aiming and versatile ballistae and the Abellican gemstone-wielding monks—to counteract Brynn’s greatest advantage: Agradeleous. For the To-gai-ru to ride out, for all their ferocity, would be to throw themselves into a maelstrom. They might win anyway, Brynn believed, for she thought a To-gai-ru warrior to be worth two Behrenese, but it would be a bloody and difficult battle, one that would leave her army depleted and battered. It would be very hard to accomplish a rout with that second Behrenese force returning fast to join in, for the initial defense would not break and run in their faith and understanding that help was coming fast.

The woman felt a slight pang of guilt in so deceiving Pechter Dan Turk, though, but she could not put her trust completely in the man who was already working as a double agent. He had gone to De Hamman ostensibly to report on her and the defenses of the city, but had instead returned in a polar opposite manner.

Her words stirred several private whispered conversations, mostly among the ferocious To-gai-ru leaders who believed in their hearts that they could overrun the Behrenese all the way to Jacintha and the coast.

“Yatol De Hamman’s retreat will not suffice,” Brynn said, her tone and volume silencing all other conversations in the audience room. “If you would have us break out of Dharyan-Dharielle and ride to the support of Yatol Mado Wadon, then you must convince Yatol De Hamman that we are weaker than we appear, and that he must send more of his forces away, and farther away. Only then will we come forth.”

Pechter Dan Turk stiffened and bristled at the blunt request, but it was not an unexpected reaction. Brynn had just asked him to place his country’s main army into near helplessness, after all!

“If you can do that, then I will rout De Hamman and scatter the army of Behren,” Brynn went on, honestly and bluntly. “You will precede our ride to Jacintha, where you will place all of the blame for this disaster squarely on the shoulders of imperialistic Abbot Olin. You will assure Yatol Wadon that if Abbot Olin is expelled in full, To-gai will not work against Yatol Wadon’s efforts to hold his kingdom united.”

“Unless I am hanged by the neck for deceiving Yatol De Hamman,” the man said.

Brynn had no answer for that. If Abbot Olin was firmly in control, which they all prayed was not the case, then Pechter Dan Turk’s fears were indeed justified and his execution would be a likely consequence.

“Great men are made through great risk,” Pagonel said at her side.

“You must do that which is in your heart, Pechter Dan Turk,” Brynn added. “We have agreed that Behren is not in Behrenese hands at this time, and that Aydrian, and not Brynn, is the threat to your homeland. I offer you a partnership in fixing that problem, but I do not diminish the pain that I know you are feeling in your heart. I say to you that Abbot Olin must be disgraced, and that such an event can only be brought about with Behrenese blood.”

“You ask me to lay open the defenses of my country,” Pechter Dan Turk replied. “You ask me to sacrifice Behrenese warriors.”

Brynn’s answer straightened the man again, mostly, she knew, because Pechter Dan Turk understood that she was correct.

“I do.”

Long streaks of blue-white lightning split the nighttime sky, outlining the roiling and rising tower of dark clouds. Waves lashed the sandy beach to the west of Pireth Tulme, tossing about the Alpinadoran longboats and tilting the Honce-the-Bear warships so violently back and forth that their mast tips drew semicircles against the backdrop of the sheet of rain.

Pony and Prince Midalis pulled their cloaks tight against that rain, though Andacanavar seemed perfectly unbothered by it and Bradwarden merely paused in his piping every so often and shook his bushy head vigorously.

“It feels strange to me to come ashore here,” Prince Midalis remarked. “Do I arrive as a conquering foreigner to this land that should be my own to rule?”

“With the help of the Touel’alfar, we will put things aright,” Pony promised.

“If the storm doesn’t sink the lot o’ our ships,” Bradwarden said with a great belly laugh—one that was not shared as three other sets of eyes glanced back at the rain, the wave-lashed beach, and the rocking ships. They had come in before the start of the storm and were relatively confident that their anchors would hold, but still, any losses incurred by this armada could prove devastating to the cause of the already outnumbered minions of Prince Midalis.

The good sign, though, was that the storm had come in around the tip of the mainland, out from the wider Mirianic beyond Pireth Tulme. While the winds were blowing from the northeast, wrapping around the great vortex of the storm, those winds had carried up warmer southern air. For those who understood the seasons of Honce-the-Bear along the Gulf of Corona, as did Captain Al’u’met and Prince Midalis, the storm seemed a herald for the onset of spring, and a promise for better sailing weather beyond its windy borders.

Pony squinted against the rain and wind and made out the firelight of a farmhouse in the distance. She pointed it out to her companions and started off toward it, and soon after, the friends moved into the dry and dark comfort of the farm’s barn. Bradwarden stayed by the door and continued his piping, the call to Belli’mar Juraviel. For Pony had seen Juraviel in one of her soul stone scouting journeys, and the elf had sensed her spiritual presence and had bidden her to come ashore, in this region. Now they could only hope that Juraviel would hear the song of Bradwarden.

“We should set off before the dawn,” Prince Midalis remarked, and he shrugged off his soaked cloak. “And use this opportunity, since we are ashore anyway, to retake Pireth Tulme.”

“You’ll not hold it,” Andacanavar reminded. “Those armies that took it for King Aydrian are not far.”

“Let us take it and leave it deserted,” the prince explained.

“A signal to Aydrian that you have not forsaken the kingdom,” Pony reasoned. She similarly pulled off her cloak and shook out her dripping hair, running her fingers through it to push it back from her face.

“Aye, and a signal to the folk of the kingdom that they may find an alternative to this usurper,” Prince Midalis explained. “We will attack and overwhelm Pireth Tulme, putting King Aydrian’s puppets onto the open road with news of the defeat. Let Aydrian retake it without a fight—the embarrassment of the defeat will sting at this proud young man.”

Pony smiled, finding herself in complete agreement. This was just the sort of opportunity that they had to seize at every opening, just the sort of necessary unraveling of the tapestry that Aydrian was laying across the land. What effect might the loss of Pireth Tulme have on those men serving the usurper king? Pony knew from her own scouting that the fortress had been taken by force, that the Coastpoint Guards who had held Pireth Tulme had resisted Aydrian, much as those people out on Pireth Dancard had opposed the assault of Earl DePaunch.

Before they could continue the conversation, Bradwarden stopped his piping and gave a great bellow of greeting to a diminutive figure that moved into the open doorway of the barn. Belli’mar Juraviel seemed as if the rain hadn’t even touched him, as if he had somehow wandered through the gale without getting wet.

Pony wasn’t surprised.

The elf came forward, smiling warmly, and Bradwarden pulled the door closed. Immediately, Pony used her ruby to ignite the small pile of wood they had gathered.

“It is good to be back, my friends,” Juraviel said, squeezing the hands of Andacanavar, Bradwarden, and Midalis, then exchanging a warm hug with Pony. “I bring you tidings from the land south of the mountains, as well as from your own kingdom.”

“Brynn Dharielle met our hopes for a distant alliance with acceptance?” Prince Midalis asked.

“Brynn fears Aydrian and the Abellicans,” Juraviel replied. “They overstepped themselves, I believe, for she was attacked in her city. Even now, she is preparing to break out and march to Jacintha. Her goal is to expel Abbot Olin from Behren, and nothing less.”

The elf paused, but they all held silent, their unasked question evident enough.

“Brynn will welcome the support of Prince Midalis,” Juraviel confirmed. “Her role beyond Jacintha and Behren will no doubt be limited, but if she can aid in expelling Abbot Olin and handing Aydrian a sound defeat down there, that will be no small thing.”

Pony sighed, for she had been hoping for more, had been hoping that Juraviel would offer news of To-gai’s willingness to sail north to Entel and fight for the cause of Prince Midalis. But in truth, she realized the improbability of that.

“No small thing indeed!” Prince Midalis echoed, apparently more than satisfied.

“My path here was not direct,” Juraviel went on, “for my people are scattered about Honce-the-Bear, gathering information as they go.” He reached under his traveling cloak and brought forth a rough map of Honce-the-Bear, spreading it carefully on the ground before the fire. “King Aydrian marches east from Entel to Ursal and is even now crossing Yorkey County,” the elf explained, pointing it out on the map. “He has sent the bulk of his force north to sweep opposition from the lands between Pireth Tulme and Palmaris, and the various bands of soldiers seem to be congregating just south of St.-Mere-Abelle Abbey.”

“The grandest prize of all,” Prince Midalis remarked.

“They have done well in keeping their line strong at most points, particularly those that might be struck by sea,” Juraviel explained. “But there are some notable weaknesses.”

The others looked about and smiled. “What gains we shall find with the help of the Touel’alfar,” declared Pony.

“We can strike where he is most weak,” Prince Midalis agreed. “And be gone before he can retaliate.”

“Thus was how Brynn Dharielle defeated Behren,” said the elf. “And then, after years of teasing victories, she held them off from behind the walls of a city, making the war too costly for the Behrenese to continue.”

“But we will not defeat Aydrian in such a manner,” said Midalis. “He will not relent. Eventually, we will have to face him and defeat him.”

“True enough,” Bradwarden agreed, “but I’m thinking that ye should be taking what ye can find until the time’s come to fight Aydrian directly.”

“Of course,” said the prince, and he and the others turned to Juraviel.

“St. Gwendolyn is undefended,” Juraviel explained. “It is practically deserted, for though Marcalo De’Unnero is working hard to fill the void of Abellican monks, most of whom will not go over to Aydrian’s side, he has few at his disposal, and most of those travel with the armies, training in the gemstone magic as they go.”

“Why would any go over with the dog De’Unnero?” Pony asked, her voice gravelly and angry at the mere mention of the man.

“Aydrian’s soldiers have set the appearance of defense along the coastal regions about St. Gwendolyn,” Juraviel went on. “But the appearance only, for the fortifications are truly undefended. Also, they have altered the two guiding light towers along the rocks near to the abbey, hoping to scuttle any approaching ships on the rocks, no doubt. But some of my people will be there with torches, to guide your landing correctly.”

“Your value to my cause cannot be overestimated, good Juraviel,” Prince Midalis remarked. “This information and guidance gives me hope.”

“Retake St. Gwendolyn in five days’ time, and we will meet again there,” the elf finished. “I hope then to have news of Brynn’s breakout from Dharyan-Dharielle and her march to Jacintha, and we can coordinate the next movement.”

“First Pireth Tulme will fall,” said Prince Midalis. “But St. Gwendolyn it will be, in five days.”

Juraviel rose immediately and bowed. “I am off, then, back to Brynn Dharielle,” he explained. “Go with speed and go with strength, Prince Midalis. The hopes of more than your people rest upon your able shoulders.” With another bow, the elf lifted his hand, the shining emerald in his palm, and in the blink of an eye, he disappeared.

Pony felt the sudden tension within Prince Midalis, an eagerness to be done with all of this. She put her hand on the man’s shoulder. “Patience,” she counseled. “Patience.”

“Your agent is quite effective,” Lozan Duk told Brynn. “Whatever Pechter Dan Turk has said to Yatol De Hamman has had an immediate effect. Those who already departed the Behrenese force have moved farther back—beyond half a day’s march already. And more have left the Behrenese line, moving to the original position taken by those first departed.”

“What of the Abellicans?” Brynn asked. “And the dragon-hunter ballistae?”

“Still in position, except that the leader of the Abellican contingent has long flown—for Jacintha, I would guess.”

Brynn mulled over the report. She knew exactly what Pechter Dan Turk had done, for she had coached him in full before sending him out of Dharyan-Dharielle. The agent had told De Hamman that the To-gai-ru would not relax their guard with those supposedly departed warriors close enough to return quickly. He had told De Hamman that if the defenders of Dharyan-Dharielle came to fear that the Behrenese were merely buying time to reinforce their lines, they would come forth with all their strength. In effect, Pechter Dan Turk had merely told Yatol De Hamman the truth, but he had done so with the misleading representation that the To-gai-ru fears could be minimized to the point of inaction.

So Yatol De Hamman had stretched his line, but he had erred, Brynn believed, for he had moved a significant part of his force beyond the range of immediate reinforcement. Whereas before, the Behrenese could have held strong against the attempted breakout from Dharyan-Dharielle with the comfort of knowing that support was well on the way, now those still encircling the city would understand that they would have to win out against the fury of Brynn unleashed.

But she would have to strike fast, Brynn knew, to take advantage fully of the situation, and so she was quite relieved later that same day when Belli’mar Juraviel returned from Honce-the-Bear, bearing with him the good news that her allies opposing Aydrian in the north were making some gains and bearing, too, the emerald that would allow her attack to become more swift and more deadly.

That same night, the sun barely gone behind the plateau divide, the first stars coming to life above, Belli’mar Juraviel began the magical transport. He took Pagonel out first, depositing the mystic alongside a group of Doc’alfar behind the lines of De Hamman’s main force and near to the tents that housed the Abellican monks. Next came Agradeleous, to join Pagonel and the Doc’alfar infiltrators.

Juraviel made three dozen trips, before sheer exhaustion from magic use forced him to relent. He did manage to join up with Pagonel, the dragon, and his Doc’alfar kin, though, wanting to be in on the most important assault of the night. He remained with the mystic and the dragon while the Doc’alfar set off, quieting the various sentries scattered about the encampment.

Just before dawn, the southern and eastern gates of Dharyan-Dharielle flew wide, and out came the charge of the To-gai-ru, led by Brynn on the east and Tanalk Grenk on the south. At that same moment, Pagonel, Juraviel, and several of Cazzira’s kin burst into a tent of Abellicans, cutting them down even as they tried to scramble out of their beds. It pained Pagonel to be a part of that type of assault, for they were in no position to take prisoners. He tried to hold back his strikes so that they would incapacitate rather than kill, but still, before the group rushed back out, four of the five monks were dead, and the other’s hold on life was tenuous at best.

In the tent to the side, Agradeleous was even less discriminating. The dragon tossed aside the lone guard at the tent flap, hurling the poor man a full thirty feet. Then the dragon tore through and leaped upon the startled, and still half-asleep, Abellicans. Agradeleous wasn’t in his great dragon form, but even in his humanoid, lizardman form, his power proved overwhelming. A single swipe of his arm across one monk shattered half the bones in the man’s chest, a kick with one scaly leg disemboweled a second.

The dragon emerged even as Pagonel, Juraviel, and the others were coming forth, to the sound of blowing horns and the mad scramble of the encampment coming to life and running to defensive positions.

Pagonel surveyed the scene and noted the efficiency of the more professional soldiers, particularly the men of Honce-the-Bear. But this force was as much comprised of impressed peasants as trained soldiers, and those frightened peasants surely got in the way of the preparations.

And the two fierce regiments of To-gai-ru came on straight and fast.

“I take to the air!” Agradeleous declared, and there came the popping of bone and the ripping of scaly skin as the dragon reshaped into its natural, beastly form.

Only then, with the spectacle of the dragon rising behind them, did the Behrenese seem to realize that they had been infiltrated from behind. Screams and shouts went all through the ranks, many calling for the turning of the ballistae. Desperate pleas to destroy the dragon echoed through the still-dim morning.

But those ballistae crews did not respond, for the Doc’alfar had slipped in among them, working with deadly precision. Wooden staves and spears made whistling sounds as they whipped through the air, before landing hard upon defenseless artillerymen, laying them low.

The To-gai riders crashed through the forward lines with little resistance, cutting down with impunity the Behrenese, most of whom seemed more concerned with fleeing than with fighting. Brynn’s group did come to a stall, though, as they were met by two squares of Bearmen, shields locked and spears leveled.

But then Agradeleous flew past, fiery breath strafing the confused Bearmen, immolating the central ranks and defeating the integrity of the formation.

Still the ballistae didn’t let fly at the great wurm, despite the cries and despite the attempts at reinforcing the crews.

For the Doc’alfar were still there, hiding, slipping out and killing any who neared the devastating war engines.

Agradeleous flew without fear, brushing aside the few arrows that reached up for him and returning every shot with a gout of flame or a slashing claw as he flew past.

Astride Runtly, Brynn moved to a high vantage point as the sun crested the eastern horizon. Pechter Dan Turk had done his job very well, she realized, for the Behrenese had been caught completely by surprise. Without any answer to the dragon, or this force of assassins that had somehow landed strategically behind them, and with their Bearman allies torn apart, all semblance of a defensive stance had flown. The Behrenese were scattering to the desert sands.

Down the eastern road, a second force approached swiftly, but those too soon turned and scattered, for they found themselves unexpectedly outnumbered, and by To-gai-ru warriors, as fierce and mighty as any in the world. And worse, the approaching Behrenese saw the dragon, the mighty beast of To-gai, flying free with no countermeasures leaping up to stop him.

Pagonel joined Brynn on that higher ground soon after, escorting a tearful Pechter Dan Turk and an outraged and bound Yatol De Hamman.

“Treachery!” the Yatol screamed at Brynn. “We declared a truce!”

“You assumed the posture of a truce, but only so that you could purchase the time to strengthen your line for the assault on Dharyan-Dharielle,” Brynn calmly corrected.

“You have no evidence of this!”

“I need none, beyond what my scouts and my sensibilities have shown to me.”

“Prepare for war, Brynn Dharielle,” the outraged Yatol fumed. “For you have brought this on!”

Brynn slid down from Runtly and moved to stand right before the man, locking stares with him and not blinking at all. “You brought this on, as the lackey of Abbot Olin of Honce-the-Bear,” she said evenly. “Feign innocence as you will, but I know the truth of it.” She moved even closer, so that there could be no misunderstanding, so that Yatol De Hamman could feel her hot breath on his face. “Know that To-gai is free, and that Dharyan-Dharielle is mine. I will defend my people, even if I have to kill every Behrenese man, woman, and child. Even if I have to loose the power of Agradeleous upon a defenseless Behrenese village. You should have learned the lessons of the last war, Yatol De Hamman.” She looked out over the field as the sunlight grew, drawing the man’s gaze with her own.

To row after row of Behrenese dead and wounded. To the buzzards, already landing on the hard sands, awaiting their morning feast.

She turned back to regard De Hamman, and saw that the man seemed suddenly broken, the fight torn from him by the realization of his horrific defeat. “Abbot Olin sends you to conquer To-gai even as he strengthens his hold over Behren,” she explained.

“You fought beside him against Yatol Bardoh!” the man protested.

“I fought against the dog Bardoh, in support of Yatol Mado Wadon,” Brynn corrected. “Had I been offered the honest choice of Bardoh or Abbot Olin, I would have turned my power against Honce-the-Bear that day in Jacintha, do not doubt.”

“Abbot Olin is friend to …”

“To King Aydrian, and not to Behren, and you know the truth of it,” Brynn argued.

Yatol De Hamman gazed out to the east, to the flight of his remaining force. There was neither organization nor defensive posture driving them, just sheer terror, and that seemed quite fitting to him at that terrible moment.

“Behren will fall to chaos,” he lamented. “Without strength from Jacintha, the tribes will revert to rivalry and warfare.”

“Better to that than to the Abellicans and their imperialistic king,” Brynn added.

She motioned to Pagonel, who pulled the defeated Yatol away, leading him to the other prisoners being assembled on the field. As soon as they were gone, Brynn offered a sympathetic look to poor, torn Pechter Dan Turk.

“You have chosen wisely,” she assured the man. “For the good of your people, ultimately. I know that you do not see that at present, not with so many of your countrymen lying dead—”

She stopped as the man leaped aside suddenly, his hand coming out from under his cloak, revealing a long and slender dagger.

“Free them!” Pechter Dan Turk yelled at her.

Brynn went into a defensive stance immediately, shaking her head, pleading with the man not to force her to use her sword.

Pechter Dan Turk did not advance, however. “Free them,” he said again, quietly this time. “On your word.”

Brynn stood straighter, lowering her blade, fully confused.

Pechter Dan Turk gave a resigned little shrug. Then he plunged the dagger into his own chest and stumbled backward.

Brynn ran to him and grabbed him by the arm, trying to ease his fall to the sand. She started to cry out for some assistance, but recognized at once the futility of that course. She hugged the man’s head close to her own, and whispered her promise that Behren would be free. She wasn’t sure if Pechter Dan Turk heard her, though, for when she moved back, the life had flown from his vacant eyes.

Brynn put aside her own tears with a deep breath. She laid the man down gently, then moved to Runtly and leaped astride.

The day was young; the march to Jacintha had only just begun.

As soon as the morning light revealed the size of the force arrayed against them, the unfortunate soldiers stationed at Pireth Tulme threw down their arms and surrendered the fortress.

Exacting only the promise that they would not take up arms against him, Prince Midalis put them on the road and set them free. Then the great fleet pillaged Pireth Tulme fully, filling their holds with foodstuffs, weapons, and armor. They were gone before the sun had reached its midpoint, sailing fast on the tailing winds of the departing storm, around the tip and down the eastern coast of Honce-the-Bear.

The weather held favorably, and three days later, the fifth day after Belli’mar Juraviel’s departure for the southland, they approached the coast just to the north of St. Gwendolyn Abbey. As Juraviel had promised, torches waving on the bank guided them in under the cover of night, and soon enough, the army of Vanguard and Alpinador was ashore once more, forming up and marching at once to the west, off the beach, then to the south.

Unlike at Pireth Tulme, the soldiers and monks who had been left in control of St. Gwendolyn tried to resist the approach of the prince and his army. They had little to offer in the way of defense, though, especially since repairs on much of the destruction Duke Kalas had wrought upon the battered old abbey had not yet even begun.

Some of those defenders, Abellican monks, tried to respond to the charge with gemstone magic, but anticipating as much, Pony was more than up to the task of countering. With sunstone in hand, she quieted the lightning blasts, then she responded with her own stunning bursts from a graphite, shattering stone and throwing down the defenders.

Andacanavar and Bruinhelde led the main charge to the gates of the abbey proper, and the sheer weight of the Alpinadoran press sundered those gates and sent the few defenders behind them fleeing in terror for the deeper holes in the abbey’s substructure. Yet even there, they found no place to hide.

When Belli’mar Juraviel returned to Prince Midalis as promised later that same night, St. Gwendolyn had been taken.

“The news from the south is promising, as well,” the elf told them. “Brynn has routed the army surrounding Dharyan-Dharielle.”

“She does seem to do that quite a bit, from the tales you tell,” Pony remarked.

“There is little unity among her enemies,” Juraviel replied. “And Brynn has learned to exploit that well. She is well-advised, and wise in her understanding of the motivations of men.”

“What then will she make of young Aydrian?” Prince Midalis asked.

Juraviel had no answer to that.

“We have sent out runners to the nearby towns, to tell them of the return of Prince Midalis,” Pony explained. “To let the people know that there is indeed opposition to Aydrian and to give them hope that the kingdom will be restored.”

Juraviel watched Pony closely as she made her remarks, recognizing that there was an undercurrent of turmoil behind the stated determination. “Or to warn them, perhaps, that there will be warfare raging all about them?” the elf asked.

“That, too,” Pony admitted, after a pause and a long sigh.

To her side, Prince Midalis put on a curious expression, the man obviously a bit taken aback.

“I fear that you place too much hope in the common people of Honce-the-Bear,” Juraviel said bluntly to the prince. “Most of this is far beyond them, I would guess. Above all else, they desire peace and stability.”

“Your own reports to me show that many have flocked to the side of Duke Kalas,” Midalis replied.

“True enough,” said Juraviel. “And yes, you must offer them an alternative to King Aydrian. The folk of this kingdom are unlike our friends from Alpinador.” He gave a deferential nod to Bruinhelde and Andacanavar. “Unlike the To-gai-ru now led by Brynn, and unlike the folk of Behren, even. Honce-the-Bear has been a singular kingdom for many centuries—that unity and stability is all that the folk know. They look to Ursal and St.-Mere-Abelle for protection and guidance. With the emergence of Brynn, the To-gai-ru are beginning to experience this for the first time. With the fall of the Chezru Chieftain in Behren, the folk there are in disarray, but not as much so as would be the folk of Honce-the-Bear should the crown diminish. Despite centuries of central guidance from the Chezru Chieftain, Behren’s ties remain strong to individual tribes. Only in Honce-the-Bear have the common folk so blended as to become truly one people.

“And so they are unsettled, and so they are scared,” Juraviel went on. “And you do well in assuring them that the line of Ursal remains vital. But I warn you now, from all that I have learned, from all that my many scouts have shown to me and told to me, do not expect the common man of Honce-the-Bear to rise up against King Aydrian when he, flanked by Allheart Knights and legions of Kingsmen, seems so unbeatable.”

Prince Midalis nodded his agreement. “That is why we strike wherever the opportunity allows,” he said. “We will build support slowly, and wear away at the edges of Aydrian’s seemingly impregnable hold.”

“And that is why you must return to your boats at once,” said Juraviel. “That is why you must sail to the south, to Jacintha, and help Brynn deal Aydrian his greatest defeat yet.”

All eyes turned to Prince Midalis and his skeptical expression. “You ask me to go to war with the Behrenese and To-gai-ru against my own people,” he said.

“Against King Aydrian,” Juraviel replied. “Is that not what you do even now? Is that not what you did in taking Pireth Dancard? Pireth Tulme? St. Gwendolyn?”

“You ask me to join a foreign country against Honce-the-Bear,” Midalis clarified, and it seemed as if he was gaining some confidence here. “There is a difference, and one that the people of Honce-the-Bear will understand distinctly, even if you do not.”

The group grew silent then, for a long while, and Juraviel looked to Pony directly.

“Perhaps you should look beyond the sensibilities of Honce-the-Bear to find your answers here,” she said to Midalis, and she took the man’s hand and moved in front of him.

“Those sensibilities will be poignant when news of the war in the south drifts over the mountains,” Midalis countered. “What will the mothers and children think when they are told that their husbands and fathers, their brothers and sons, are dead, and at my hands?”

Pony squared her shoulders and didn’t blink. “What leader of Honce-the-Bear do you presume yourself to be if you would allow our kingdom to unlawfully invade another?” she said bluntly. “What leader of Honce-the-Bear do you presume yourself to be if you would allow Aydrian, through Abbot Olin, to prosecute a war that will leave hundreds, if not thousands, of your own people dead? To say nothing of the innocents of Behren and the brave warriors of To-gai who rise to their cause.”

Prince Midalis seemed to shrink back then. He shook his head and looked all around at the surprised expressions worn by those around him.

“Go and turn Duke Bretherford back to that which he, too, knows is right,” Pony begged the man. “Go and stop Abbot Olin.”

Prince Midalis mulled over the words for a while, then gave a helpless chuckle. “To the boats, then,” he said, still shaking his head.


Chapter 38
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Hopes and Dashed Hopes

BRAUMIN HERDE FELT BETTER, PHYSICALLY, BUT HARDLY SO EMOTIONALLY, GIVEN all the news filtering in from the surrounding countryside, of the securing of Palmaris in the name of King Aydrian and the triumphant march of Duke Kalas. The former bishop stood in the great audience hall of St.-Mere-Abelle, to the side of the wide staircase, staring up at the huge stained-glass window that bore the image of the upraised arm of Avelyn.

In that miraculous arm lay the promise of eternal life, and it was one that Braumin Herde needed to hear in his mind clearly now, with his own mortality looming so close. For the armies were coming, there could be no doubt, and resistance to King Aydrian seemed practically nonexistent. Staring up at the image brought Braumin back across the years, the long years, to his days huddled in the catacombs of this very abbey, listening to kind old Master Jojonah recount the tales of Avelyn and Elbryan and the coming of the demon dactyl. He remembered his flight from St.-Mere-Abelle and the deranged Father Abbot Markwart, alongside Brothers Viscenti and Castinagis, and Dellman. Yes, Brother Dellman! Braumin Herde hoped that the man fared well up in cold St. Belfour of Vanguard. Loyal Brother Dellman would stand with Prince Midalis, Braumin knew, all the way to his death beside the nobleman, if need be.

The distinct clicking of heels on the hard floor caught Braumin’s attention. He knew from the cadence and steadiness of the footfalls that it was Father Abbot Bou-raiy crossing the floor before the man even sidled up to him.

“You approve?” Bou-raiy asked, and like Braumin, he was staring up at the great window.

Braumin Herde considered the question and the man’s distinctly defensive tone. For up in that depiction of the Miracle of Avelyn loomed another figure, a one-armed Abellican. “No tribute might we offer to Brother Avelyn to fully appreciate his worth,” Braumin replied. He noted that Fio Bou-raiy shuffled a bit, seeming uncomfortable.

“I came to see the truth of that, you know,” the Father Abbot said after a long pause.

“I know.” Braumin turned to the man and stared at him until that gaze brought Fio Bou-raiy’s attention from the window. “The piece is beautiful,” Braumin stated. “The artisans have outdone themselves, which is only fitting since they depicted perhaps the greatest miracle in the history of mankind. And fitting, too,” he added, because he knew that Bou-raiy needed to hear it in this desperate time, “that the image of the Father Abbot possessed of the foresight to so magnificently illustrate the beauty of St. Avelyn is depicted, as well. I can see the doubt on your face in that depiction, Father Abbot, and your reluctance to travel to the Barbacan to partake of the miracle only makes the image all the more powerful.”

“You are too kind,” the Father Abbot replied.

Braumin Herde looked back at the window. “We all live with our doubts, every day,” he said quietly. “We all question our faith, and when our lives are imperiled, we question the worth of our principles, as well. Certainly that was true of St. Avelyn. Did you know that he was a drunkard when Jilseponie found him?”

Fio Bou-raiy gave a little laugh—something so uncharacteristic from the always-serious man.

“The true miracle of Avelyn is his gift to us of insight,” Braumin Herde went on. “He understood that the Abellican Church must be for all people, or it is for none. He understood that the powers of the sacred gemstones must not be hoarded for personal or institutional gain, but must be wisely and discreetly used to better the lives of all the people.

“He was terrified when he faced the demon dactyl,” Braumin reasoned. “I know that he was. For a moment, at least. He knew that he was facing his own death. He was terrified.”

“But he persevered, to the benefit of all the world,” said Father Abbot Bou-raiy.

“As shall we, brother,” Braumin Herde assured him.

“One of our couriers returned this morning,” the Father Abbot said. “Bearing, intact and still with seal, the declaration of Avelyn as saint. I was too late. I should have completed the process long ago—or certainly with greater haste once I learned of the rise of King Aydrian and the return of Marcalo De’Unnero. Many of my couriers have been captured, I fear, or have fled back in terror before the darkness that is Aydrian. The people will not know.”

“The people will know,” Braumin replied, and he looked again at the older man. “The truth cannot be buried, not for long. Do you not remember Master Jojonah and his fellow conspirators, myself among them?”

“I remember,” Fio Bou-raiy replied, his voice growing gravelly, his tone husky.

Braumin watched the man wince, more than once, and suspected that he was remembering the execution of Master Jojonah, a sentence that Bou-raiy had approved of, like so many of the other followers of Father Abbot Markwart.

“Perhaps that is the second true miracle of Avelyn,” Braumin offered. “That we all err—terribly so. Avelyn was a sinner and surely played a role in the death of Master Siherton. Yet he was forgiven, obviously, for how else might one explain the Covenant? We are the children of a merciful God.”

“De’Unnero does not understand that,” said Bou-raiy. “His is the God of fire and vengeance.”

“Then let us hope that our merciful God is also a God of justice.”

That brought a smile back to the tortured face of Father Abbot Bou-raiy.

“The defensive preparations continue?” Braumin asked.

“Night and day. More than a thousand able commoners have flocked in to St.-Mere-Abelle since the onset of the march of Duke Kalas, and all are being trained to fight, or to man the engines of war, thus freeing up more brothers to do battle with the sacred stones.”

“I remind you that St.-Mere-Abelle has never fallen,” said Braumin. “Not to any enemy. Not to the great powrie fleet that attacked us in the time of the demon. Not to the goblin hordes that descended upon the civilized lands in the time of Father Abbot Des’Coute. Not to the errant judgments of Father Abbot Dalebert Markwart. Not to the plague, in all its incarnations. Our walls are strong, though not nearly as strong as the faith that truly holds us firm.”

“Fine words, brother,” said Bou-raiy. “We will speak them together, and loudly, for all to hear, when King Aydrian comes knocking.”

Bou-raiy offered a slight bow to Braumin and left the room.

Braumin remained there for a long while, staring up at the grand depiction of the arm of Avelyn, considering the implications of the many pivotal decisions of his life.

He believed that St.-Mere-Abelle and the entire Abellican Order was now facing its greatest challenge in the history of the Church. He doubted that the abbey walls would hold back the tempest that was Aydrian and fully expected that he would be dead before the turn of the autumn season.

But he was at peace.

“Pireth Tulme and now St. Gwendolyn,” Duke Kalas fumed, crumpling the parchment. He took a step forward and the runner who had arrived with the disturbing news of Prince Midalis’ victory blanched and seemed ready to faint dead away. “I knew that we should have left greater forces to defend each.”

“Prince Midalis’ army was not that powerful, by all reports,” said Sir Blaxson Tre’felois, one of Kalas’ finest commanders, the field general of the Allheart Brigade’s most dependable company. “We could arrive at St. Gwendolyn within three days.”

Kalas was shaking his head before the man ever finished the thought. “Prince Midalis has already deserted the place, as he deserted Pireth Tulme,” he explained.

“Because he knows that he cannot stand against us.”

“And so he wears at our edges,” said Kalas. “Hoping to erode support for King Aydrian among the populace. I would do the same if I were in his unenviable position.”

“Unenviable because we know that he will achieve minor victories alone,” Sir Blaxson remarked. “In the end, he must face us and must face King Aydrian.”

“Where is King Aydrian?” Duke Kalas asked.

“Last reports placed him in Ursal with Father Abbot De’Unnero,” Sir Blaxson replied. “Though by now, I suspect that he is back on the road, perhaps heading to join us as we complete the encirclement of St.-Mere-Abelle.”

Duke Kalas shook his head. “We will reach the gates of St.-Mere-Abelle before his arrival. And I wish to construct batteries along the shore to either side of the abbey. If Prince Midalis’ fleet has any intention of sailing into St.-Mere-Abelle’s minor docks, we will defeat that notion.”

“You believe that Midalis has turned back to the north from St. Gwendolyn?”

Kalas nodded. “I would. Summer draws near and the sailing through the gulf is clear. Prince Midalis’ retreat from both Pireth Tulme and St. Gwendolyn shows that he understands his weakness. He must seek more aid, and with Pireth Dancard closed to him, that can only mean St.-Mere-Abelle.” Kalas nodded as he considered his own planning. “Send word to Palmaris,” he instructed. “The rest of the Masur Delaval’s fleet is to set sail at once for St.-Mere-Abelle.”

“Prince Midalis’ armada is formidable, by the words of King Aydrian himself,” Sir Blaxson warned.

“We will not engage Prince Midalis at sea,” Duke Kalas assured him. “Let us beat the prince to St.-Mere-Abelle. Our fleet need only to destroy the abbey’s docks, and that should prove no difficult task with our soldiers pressing the monks hard at their wall. After that, let our warships settle under the protective range of our coastal artillery.”

“Then St.-Mere-Abelle must stand alone, as Prince Midalis must stand alone,” reasoned Sir Blaxson.

Duke Kalas squared his shoulders. “We must keep our two great enemies separate.”

Braumin Herde was quite surprised later on when Master Viscenti entered his private chambers to announce a guest—a female. He was even more surprised when that guest, To’el Dallia of the Touel’alfar, walked in behind the nervous master!

“Juraviel’s kin?” he stammered. “How … what are you doing here?”

“The Touel’alfar have aligned themselves with our cause,” Master Viscenti answered. “They serve as scouts and liaison between St.-Mere-Abelle, the forces of Prince Midalis, and another potential ally doing battle with Abbot Olin in Behren.”

“In Behren?”

“Aydrian reaches far and wide,” To’el Dallia replied. “Too wide, let us hope.”

“The news is both good and bad,” Master Viscenti explained. “Prince Midalis has won three minor victories and seeks his fourth, which will be the greatest yet. But he is in the far south, while Duke Kalas and his forces even now march to St.-Mere-Abelle. Prince Midalis will offer us no support for the early stages of defense.”

“And if Prince Midalis wins in the south, Aydrian will likely attack St.-Mere-Abelle even more forcefully,” the elf added.

“You sound as if you know him,” said Braumin.

“I do indeed. I was his trainer in Andur’Blough Inninness. I taught him the ways of the ranger, though his temperament unfortunately did not match that calling. He has become the catastrophe of my home and my people, and will be the darkness of all the world if we cannot stop him.” The diminutive creature paused and nodded grimly at Braumin Herde. “And you must stop him here.”

“You have spoken with Father Abbot Fio Bou-raiy?”

“She has,” Master Viscenti answered. “Though she was nearly attacked by the gate guards when she so boldly arrived before them!”

“To see such a legend come to life,” Braumin reasoned. “I can understand their trepidation!”

“We will meet with Father Abbot Bou-raiy in a short while better to coordinate our plans,” To’el Dallia explained. “But I wished for you to be there, as you are less a stranger to my race than your peers. Jilseponie speaks highly of Bishop Braumin.”

“Not as highly as Bishop Braumin speaks of Jilseponie,” the man replied.

“This is all too surprising,” Braumin went on, shaking his head and running his hand through his thinning hair. “And most welcome. If Aydrian easily claims St.-Mere-Abelle, then it will only be a matter of time before he catches up with Prince Midalis. Who will be left to oppose him?”

“We will hold,” Master Viscenti said, his teeth gritted and chattering as he continued his typical trembling. “We will make Aydrian regret ever coming against the walls of St.-Mere-Abelle!”

“Let us hope, brother,” said Braumin, rising and walking past the man into the hall. “Let us hope.”

They came in sight of the great abbey’s mile-long wall late one afternoon, and there set camp, their own lines so long that they were easily able to form a semicircle about the place, with men both north and south of the abbey looking out over the dark waters of All Saints Bay. Assembly of great catapults and spear-throwing devices began immediately at both of those points, while all along the line other soldiers went about the task of setting up the tents.

From somewhere near the middle of that line, directly across the beaten field leading to the abbey’s great gates, Duke Kalas sat and watched, and waited for word of the ships approaching from Palmaris. He could not attack St.-Mere-Abelle’s docks by land, for they were located far below the abbey’s eastern wall, which was built upon a cliff face. He needed the ships to take out the long wharf, and to patrol the waters under the watchful eye of his artillery crews.

Early the next morning, sails appeared along the coast to the west.

Duke Kalas went into action immediately, forming up the ranks about the center of his line. He used his Allhearts and Kingsmen more as prods against the peasant army than as a leading strike force, forcing the all-out assault upon the abbey’s front wall. In short order, the ground was shaking under the charge of more than twenty thousand men. Behind them, the duke’s batteries of catapults launched huge rocks high and far into the air to smash down among the structures of the abbey.

The response reaching out from St.-Mere-Abelle’s walls was no less spectacular, with lightning bolts, lines of magical fire, and responding catapult fire slicing through the duke’s ranks. Men died by the score, but they kept up the cry for King Aydrian and charged on.

The monks slaughtered them.

Duke Kalas, still sitting astride his pony across the field, grimaced with every magical discharge, with every scream. He glanced continually over to his left, awaiting the signal.

“You fool!” came an unexpected roar beside him, and he turned to see a fuming Marcalo De’Unnero. “Who gave you orders to attack the abbey? You were to encircle and besiege, nothing more!”

Even as the monk ranted along, Kalas noted the signalman to the north of the abbey waving his flags, red and blue. Red indicating that the docks had been destroyed; blue showing that the fleet had slipped away.

The diversion had worked.

Kalas called to the trumpeters beside him, ordering them to blow a retreat.

“You have lost hundreds!” De’Unnero yelled at him. “And what have you gained?”

“I—we—have gained the sea access to the abbey,” Kalas calmly explained. “St.-Mere-Abelle’s docks are destroyed and the waters about the abbey are now secured—and will grow more unfriendly to Prince Midalis and his raiding fleet with every passing hour.” The Allheart commander, his face a mask of complete confidence, looked back at St.-Mere-Abelle, seeming quite pleased with himself.

“Now they are isolated and properly besieged,” he explained.

De’Unnero looked all around at the retreat, and at the many dead lying on the field near to the abbey’s gates. “If Aydrian and his secondary force were here, we could have overrun them,” he insisted.

“But Aydrian is not here, nor will he arrive anytime soon, from what my scouts have told me. Now the monks of St.-Mere-Abelle cannot flee, nor can Prince Midalis slip in to reinforce their ranks upon those strong walls.”

Duke Kalas knew that it was tearing Marcalo De’Unnero apart to admit that he was wrong, and so he took the man’s silence, even with the dismissive wave of his hand as he walked off, as compliment enough.


Chapter 39
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Playing the Fears

“YOU COULD HAVE SLAUGHTERED THEM,” YATOL DE HAMMAN SAID TO BRYNN AS they looked down into the windswept and sandy valley where a splinter of De Hamman’s army was in full flight from the To-gai-ru forces who had circled about them and turned them back to the southwest. All around this northeastern side of the circular valley loomed the silhouettes of To-gai-ru horsemen, awaiting a signal from Brynn to sweep down upon the helpless Behrenese.

But that signal would not come.

“I have no desire to slaughter Behrenese, or Bearman, or any people,” Brynn replied.

“Your attack upon my forces outside of Dharyan-Dharielle would indicate otherwise.”

Brynn walked Runtly around to put her directly in front of the Yatol, who sat upon a yellow nag, a horse too old to run away even if De Hamman had had the courage to try such an escape.

“You and I both understand the truth of that situation,” the woman said with unnerving calm. “My information about your intentions—to reinforce and overrun the city—was correct. Your inability to admit as much is your failing, Yatol De Hamman, and not mine.”

Yatol De Hamman chewed his bottom lip and pointedly looked away—but he could not maintain that distant stare for long and kept glancing back at the imposing woman.

Brynn never took her eyes off him, and neither did she even blink.

Behind the Yatol and to the side, Pagonel cleared his throat. “I will take Agradeleous back to the skies to seek out any other groups intent on retreating to Jacintha,” he said.

“Turn them,” Brynn agreed. “None are to reinforce Abbot Olin’s garrison.”

Such had been the plan all during the week-long march out of Dharyan-Dharielle. Brynn and Pagonel had taken Agradeleous up scouting, and with the great dragon flying about with impunity, their advantage had proven tremendous. One by one, they had encountered the pockets of fleeing Behrenese, and one by one, they had turned the men from the eastern road, often scattering them to the desert sands, or driving them like cattle toward the nearest city or oasis. There had been only a trio of minor battles, routs for the To-gai-ru, and even in those, Brynn had quickly stayed her hand, minimizing the enemy losses. In fact, since the Behrenese retreat from Dharyan-Dharielle, the largest number of casualties among the defeated force’s ranks had been in the accompanying force of Bearmen, many of whom had been turned upon by the outraged Behrenese and slaughtered in the sands.

“Do you believe that you can defeat Jacintha?” Yatol De Hamman dared to say.

“I believe that Jacintha will defeat herself—if she has not already done so.”

Yatol De Hamman put on a quizzical look.

“You would surrender your country to King Aydrian?” Brynn continued. “You would surrender your heritage and your ways to the imperialist northmen?” She could see from the man’s expression that she had touched a nerve here. Yatol De Hamman understood the truth of Abbot Olin, Brynn believed.

“What gain, Yatol De Hamman?” she asked. “Or more to the point, what sustained gain?”

“What do you mean?”

“Yatol Mado Wadon’s position becomes secured,” Brynn reasoned. “He assumes the mantle of Chezru Chieftain. That is what we all desired when Yakim Douan fell and our war ended at the gates of Dharyan-Dharielle.”

“A goal that was realized!” the Yatol argued.

“Not so, because the title of Chezru Chieftain became subordinated to the desires of Abbot Olin,” said Brynn. “I know that you understand the truth of this, as surely as I know your true intent in overrunning Dharyan-Dharielle. So tell me, was the attack upon my city the order of Yatol Wadon, or of Abbot Olin?”

“It was an error.”

Brynn gave a helpless laugh. “You are a fool. Hold fast to your pride and your lies, if you so choose. I will rescue the identity of Behren from the designs of King Aydrian of Honce-the-Bear with or without your help.”

“You believe that you can defeat Jacintha,” the Yatol said derisively.

Brynn looked around at her considerable force, some thousand To-gai-ru warriors. In the open desert, she could take on an army twice, perhaps even thrice, her size, but against a fortified city, she knew that many of her greatest advantages, primarily the mobility and skill of her forces, would be for naught. “I could not hope to defeat Jacintha,” she admitted. As she watched Yatol De Hamman’s shoulders square, she added teasingly, “Alone.”

That put a fearful expression on the man’s smug face.

“Not even with my dragon friend,” Brynn admitted.

“Have you resurrected the spirit of Yatol Bardoh, then?” the Yatol spat. “Do you think to pit Behrenese against Behrenese?”

“An imperialistic king makes many enemies,” was all that Brynn would say. She held her expression sly and walked Runtly away.

Leaving a flustered De Hamman sputtering on his ugly yellow nag.

“Those few who managed to return …” Yatol Wadon stammered, hardly able to get the words out. Not that he needed to say them, in any case, for his audience—Abbot Olin, new Yatol Paroud, and Master Mackaront just returned from Entel—understood the message quite clearly. De Hamman had been routed outside of Dharyan-Dharielle. Brynn had pulled yet another trick on them, and the Behrenese force, already so tentative about doing battle with the infamous Dragon of To-gai, had broken ranks and fled, and were still fleeing, by all accounts, in ever-shrinking numbers.

Yatol Wadon’s inability to express his outrage was certainly understandable.

“Your losses were not so great, by every report,” Abbot Olin replied, seeming unperturbed by it all.

“Not so great?” Wadon yelled at him. “Hundreds, perhaps thousands, have been slaughtered, and worse, the remaining thousands are scattering to the four winds. You cannot begin to understand the depth of this; Behren is not like Honce-the-Bear.”

“The victory has lured Brynn Dharielle out of her hole,” Abbot Olin calmly replied.

“The To-gai-ru are more dangerous on the open sands,” Yatol Paroud dared to interject.

“Not against Abellicans,” said Abbot Olin.

“A shrinking number,” Paroud dryly reminded, and Olin shot him a hateful look.

“Enough!” demanded Yatol Wadon.

“Where will Brynn carry the fight?” Abbot Olin said. “Will she run across the desert, striking haphazardly against the smaller towns? Will she attack Jacintha? Surely that would be the purest folly.”

“In the open desert, then,” reasoned Yatol Wadon.

“To what gain?” Abbot Olin asked, and he rose from his seat and moved about the room, more animated than any had seen him in a long while. “Time does not work in favor of Brynn Dharielle. She has few resources, and the toll on her army will be great. She cannot defeat us, so likely she will sate her warriors’ hunger for revenge and then retreat into her hole. All we need do is regroup our forces and wait her out.”

Yatol Wadon glared at the man.

“So we do not reunite Behren at this time,” the abbot went on. “Dharyan will have to wait until King Aydrian can fully turn his attention to Behren. It will not be long.”

“Even when reinforcements from Honce-the-Bear arrive, Brynn will be within her secure walls, and with her dragon beside her,” Yatol Wadon argued. “That is no minor thing!”

“In the face of King Aydrian, it is indeed,” said Abbot Olin. “If the dragon arrives on the field before the king of Honce-the-Bear, he will destroy it, and with ease. You see the fight at Dharyan as a disaster, my friend, but you are not scrutinizing the details well enough, I fear.”

Yatol Wadon’s glare softened just a bit, showing some intrigue.

“My monks stung the dragon profoundly,” Abbot Olin explained. “Their lightning knocked it from the sky, and yet all of their bolts combined are minuscule compared to the power of Aydrian.”

“All of your monks are dead,” Yatol Wadon reminded.

“They were minor brothers, I assure you, and easily replaced. We must hold strong and pick our fights with this impudent wench of To-gai carefully until King Aydrian can come more fully to our side. Brynn may gain victories over small towns, but she will lose warriors with each win, and those will not easily be replaced. The strain on To-gai will prove too much, and she will turn for home, then we will send out a second army to ensure that Behren is secured, and then, when King Aydrian arrives, we will destroy the woman and her pitiful forces.”

Yatol Paroud was nodding, his eyes verily glowing as he listened to the promises of ultimate victory. But Mado Wadon was a long way from sharing that enthusiasm. Did Abbot Olin not even care that thousands of Behrenese citizens were surely to be slaughtered? Did he not appreciate the divisive power of the various Behrenese factions, ancient tribes, and bloodlines, that demanded allegiance to traditions that went beyond the kingdom or even beyond Chezru itself? For hundreds of years, Behren had been united as a kingdom in theory, but even in the last days of Yakim Douan, the political structure had often been more tribal in nature.

“The last reports put Brynn Dharielle near to Dahdah Oasis,” Yatol Wadon offered. “And moving eastward, toward Jacintha.”

“With how many warriors?”

“Perhaps a thousand,” Yatol Wadon answered honestly, and in truth, when he spoke the words aloud, they seemed almost laughable. It would take an army many times that size to have any chance at all of overpowering present Jacintha, with nearly ten thousand Honce-the-Bear warriors supporting their ranks. “And she has her dragon.”

“Then let her come on,” said Abbot Olin. “Let her grow too confident with that beast of hers and charge our walls. Master Mackaront brought a score more brothers on his return, all of them armed with graphite and serpentine, the stone of lightning and a shield that will defeat even dragon fire. Her confidence, if she approaches as you believe, will be her undoing, and horribly so. How tall will Yatol Wadon stand in the eyes of his countrymen when he emerges from Jacintha victorious over the Dragon of To-gai?”

Yatol Wadon considered the words, then nodded slowly.

“Our only vulnerability here is my fleet, and thus I have ordered Duke Bretherford to put out farther from shore and to the north, out of sight of Jacintha harbor. If Brynn and her beast pursue him into Honce-the-Bear waters, she will invoke the immediate wrath of King Aydrian, and not a flight of a hundred dragons could save her then.

“Fear not,” Abbot Olin finished as he headed for the room’s door, Master Mackaront in tow, “for Brynn Dharielle’s moment of opportunity is fast slipping away, and she knows it. She will run for home if she is wise, but she knows, as do we, that she cannot win in the end.”

“Whatever the cost?”

Abbot Olin turned as he reached the exit, showing Yatol Wadon his smirk. “Of course.”

“She cannot take Jacintha, master,” Yatol Paroud remarked.

“She can create great dissension,” Yatol Wadon warned. “She already has. It may take us months to regroup the remnants of Yatol De Hamman’s force, and without them …”

“We are even more dependent on Abbot Olin,” Yatol Paroud finished, and the words seemed to surprise the man even as he spoke them, as if a great revelation just then came over him. “My Yatol, you do not believe—” he stammered.

“That this is proceeding exactly as Abbot Olin had hoped?” Yatol Wadon interrupted. “No, I do not think this to be his design. I believe that he laments the defeat at Dharyan-Dharielle—he would have liked nothing more than to report to his king that the city had been taken.”

“Our spies were set in place behind the bookcase when returned Master Mackaront met with Abbot Olin,” Yatol Paroud reasoned. “They heard the edict of King Aydrian that the Bearmen were not to do battle against Brynn. Their inference from the tone and wording was that King Aydrian meant to strike an alliance with Brynn.”

Yatol Wado Madon turned to the window overlooking Jacintha harbor, his lips growing very tight. He tried hard not to believe Paroud’s suspicions, but he found it hard to make a logical argument.

“My master, is it possible that Abbot Olin came here to oversee the destruction of Behren?” Paroud asked, and Yatol Wadon winced. “Is it possible that he helped us in our fight with Yatol Bardoh only because he perceived Yatol Bardoh to be more of an obstacle standing before his King Aydrian?”

Again Yatol Wadon had no answer for the man. He knew that Behren was in serious trouble—more so than Abbot Olin seemed to believe. Yatol De Hamman’s army had very likely split apart into its tribal factions, and those bands of warriors were running free across the countryside, afraid and angry. It was possible that while he sat here in secure Jacintha, Behren was already beginning to tear itself apart across the desert sands.

And if the country fell into complete turmoil, particularly with Brynn Dharielle and her dragon running free about the land, Yatol Wadon would be powerless to put it back together—without the dominating assistance of Abbot Olin and his eager young King Aydrian.

Yatol Wadon continued to stare out at the harbor, where the Honce-the-Bear warships were still anchored. He almost hoped that Brynn and her dragon would swoop across his field of vision then, and lay waste to that fleet.

That foreign fleet.

Within the hour, Duke Bretherford’s warships unfurled their sails and pulled up their anchors. The half dozen Honce-the-Bear ships sailed northeast, going out from the coast and back toward the safety of Honce-the-Bear waters, while Maisha Darou’s pirate fleet headed out along the coast to the south, cut free of their duties for the time being. With bags of precious gems in hand, Darou set his course, as instructed, for the safety of the pirate shoals, and the promise of a well-deserved rest.

For Duke Bretherford, departing Jacintha was no hardship. The man had heard the reports of the disaster at Dharyan-Dharielle, and while the vast majority of that routed force had been Behrenese and not Bearman, some of the reports filtering in from the retreating forces spoke of retribution against the northerners by the fleeing Behrenese.

Duke Bretherford couldn’t care less for Behren; he was more concerned with the turmoil in his own land. He planned to stop at the island of Freeport to resupply, then to put into Entel for news of King Aydrian and Prince Midalis.

Early the next morning, just east of the easternmost peaks of the Belt-and-Buckle, word came to the duke in his cabin that a second fleet was sailing south to intercept. With news that these were caravels, Bretherford wondered if Aydrian was sailing to Abbot Olin’s aid. As soon as he arrived at the prow of Rontlemore’s Dream, though, the duke understood differently.

For this approaching armada sailed under the bear rampant of the Ursals.

“Battle sails!” Duke Bretherford called, and the message was relayed across the decks to the other warships.

The duke continued to stare out as more and more ships became visible.

“What are those?” asked the sailor at Duke Bretherford’s side.

“Alpinadoran longboats,” the old seaman replied. “The prince has brought some friends.”

The approaching warships similarly dropped to battle sail, except for one, a sleek schooner that Duke Bretherford recognized as Saudi Jacintha, the pride of Palmaris’ merchant fleet. “Captain Al’u’met,” he muttered, for he knew of the man, and knew him to be an old and dear friend to Queen Jilseponie.

Saudi Jacintha ran a white flag of truce up her guide line and continued her approach until she was within a hundred yards of Rontlemore’s Dream. There, she banked low in a sharp turn and tacked against the sea breeze, holding her position.

“Signal for them to approach under agreed truce,” Duke Bretherford told his signalman.

“We would expect nothing less from honorable Duke Bretherford,” came a voice from behind them, and the duke nearly leaped out of his boots and overboard. He swung about, as did everyone else in the area, to see three people—a diminutive Touel’alfar, Queen Jilseponie, and Prince Midalis—simply step as if out of nowhere onto the deck. All three held hands, and all were covered with a bluish white glow.

The crew stumbled all over themselves, going for their weapons; from the back of the deck, several archers leveled their bows.

Pony held a ruby for Bretherford to see. “I could put your ship to the flame,” she said quietly. “Do not make me do that, I beg.”

“The flag of truce holds,” Prince Midalis added. “We are here to parley.”

Staring at the ruby, Duke Bretherford hardly heard the prince. He was not ignorant of Jilseponie’s prowess with the magical gemstones, and he well understood the devastation her fireball would wreak. He motioned for his archers to put up their bows, and for the rest of the crew to stand down.

“My cabin,” he said, motioning to the door across the deck.

“Right here,” Prince Midalis corrected. The prince looked at Pony, then stepped away from her, releasing her hand, and immediately emerged from the serpentine fire shield.

“I am Prince Midalis, brother of King Danube Brock Ursal,” he began powerfully, and he paced about so that he could look into the eyes of each man on deck. “You know me. You served my brother well. And you know, too, that this young man who has seized the throne of Honce-the-Bear is not your rightful king. I claim the throne as my own, and demand fealty!” Astonished looks came back at him, and more than a few doubtful whispers. From the front, Duke Bretherford heard the name of King Aydrian whispered more than once.

“Aydrian is king, by your brother’s own words,” the duke argued.

“Those words were twisted, and errantly spoken, and you know the truth of it,” Pony retorted.

The duke merely shrugged. To him, the point was moot.

“I will have your fealty, or I will have your surrender, Duke Bretherford,” Prince Midalis remarked, and when Bretherford squared his shoulders defiantly, he added, “I have fifty warships at my disposal, as well as Queen Jilseponie and her gemstones, Andacanavar, the ranger of Alpinador and his mighty warriors, and …” He paused and pointed to Juraviel. “And other allies whose powers you cannot begin to understand. Do not make me kill my misled countrymen, I beg of you.”

“Aydrian has claimed the throne,” Duke Bretherford replied. “The entire southland of Honce-the-Bear is his, and you cannot hope—”

“What I hope and do not hope is of no consequence to you, Duke Bretherford,” Prince Midalis cut him short. “As you were friend to Jilseponie and Danube, I offer you this opportunity to put aright your ill-chosen course.”

“He has Kalas and all the Allhearts, and all the Kingsmen, and a mercenary army that at least equals their size,” Duke Bretherford replied. “Do you believe that you have any chance at all of defeating him?”

“Was I given a choice in the matter?” Prince Midalis asked him. “Would you have me surrender my courage and virtue and all that I hold dear to acquiesce to this upstart usurper who has stolen my throne?”

“You cannot defeat him,” Bretherford said again.

“And you cannot defeat me, not here and now,” said Midalis. “Nor can you hope to outrun me. I will have your ships, or I will sink …”

Pony walked beside him and touched his shoulder, silencing him, then walked past to stand right before Duke Bretherford. “I know you,” she said. “I understand your sense of honor.”

“And you know your son Aydrian,” Bretherford argued. “You know his power!”

“I do, and perhaps all of this resistance is folly.”

“Then find another way.”

“No, and I beg of you to join with us! Aydrian has Honce-the-Bear, from Palmaris to Ursal to Entel to Pireth Tulme, but we own the sea.”

The duke began to shake his head slowly.

“Join us!” Pony said again.

“Am I to switch allegiance whenever a force mightier than my own comes against me?” Duke Bretherford roared at her. “I am a duke serving the king of Honce-the-Bear!”

“And that king is rightfully Midalis Dan Ursal!”

“What would you have me do, woman?” the flustered Bretherford cried. “Would you so demand dishonor from me?”

“I would ask of you only what I have asked of myself,” Pony quietly replied. “I would ask that you follow that which is in your heart.”

Bretherford leaned back against the rail and rubbed his ruddy face.

“If you fight me, I will show no mercy,” Prince Midalis warned. “We have not the time.”

“We sail to Jacintha to help Brynn Dharielle defeat Abbot Olin,” Pony explained, and the duke’s jaw dropped open with astonishment.

“How could you know?”

“The movements are not independent of each other,” Prince Midalis assured the man. Again, Bretherford could only rub his face and ponder.

Pony moved next to Prince Midalis and whispered into his ear. After a moment, the prince nodded his agreement.

“I grant you this alone, out of friendship and faith,” he told the duke. “Poll all of your men. Offer them the choice of King Midalis or King Aydrian. Those who hold allegiance to the line of Ursal will sail with me in glory. Those who side with the usurper, Aydrian, will be put ashore in Entel. All of your warships are mine in any case.”

“Follow that which is in your heart,” Pony said again.

“We cannot win,” Bretherford lamented, and he noted the smiles widening at his mention of “we.”

“Then we will die in a righteous cause,” said Prince Midalis, and he pulled a flag from a sack hung on his belt, the pennant of Ursal, and tossed it to the duke. “And five others inside,” he explained, and he took the sack from his belt and tossed it to the deck at Bretherford’s feet. “We await your decision.”

As he spoke, he stepped back between Pony and the diminutive elf, who held up his hand to reveal a shining emerald gemstone.

And then they were gone.

The startled Duke Bretherford spun about to regard Saudi Jacintha, which was even then finishing her turn in the water, swinging her sails to fill them full of wind, and moving away, while the rest of Midalis’ considerable fleet closed fast, with a line of Alpinadoran longboats swinging wide to the east.

“We will sink them all, my Duke!” one sailor cried, and others cheered and ran for their weapons.

Duke Bretherford looked at the flag in his hands, then up at the pennant of King Aydrian waving in the wind overhead. He ordered his sailors to stand ready and quickly moved to his private cabin, pouring himself a jigger of rum. He held the small glass up before him, swirling its contents about, losing his thoughts.

And then he swallowed the contents in one great gulp, and in frustration and rage, threw the glass across the room. It hit the wall hard, but at an angle that offered the strength of the thick glass, and so it did not shatter, but tumbled down to bounce across the floor. Then it went into a roll, and it seemed to Duke Bretherford like the roll of the uncertain sea below him, and like the uncertain emotions rolling within him.

Most of all, Jilseponie’s parting words echoed within his thoughts. Follow that which is in your heart.

For that was the truth of it, was it not? In the end measure, that was all that any man could do.

Duke Bretherford had never been taken in by the grandeur that was Aydrian, or by the resounding accolades of the young usurper offered by Duke Kalas. Duke Bretherford had known King Danube well, and had loved the man dearly. And Bretherford, above all the other of Ursal’s nobles, knew well that the temperament of Prince Midalis was akin to that of the dead king.

Bretherford looked down at the small glass, settled now and rolling no more, save the occasional shift as the boat rolled in the sea.

Settled, too, were the duke’s emotions. At long last settled, though he believed his epiphany now, his decision to follow Prince Midalis would likely deliver him soon enough to the netherworld.

So be it. He would die knowing that he held intact his honor and his loyalty to the line of Ursal.

He would die knowing that he had indeed followed that which was in his heart.

“They will arrive soon after midday, by Duke Bretherford’s estimation,” Belli’mar Juraviel informed Brynn.

The warrior woman stood up and walked to the edge of the rocky outcropping. Below her to the southeast, Jacintha spread out wide. “This Duke Bretherford, he will prove a valuable ally?” she asked.

“Better that he fight with us than against us,” Juraviel replied. “The number of forces he brings with him is small—more than half of those who sailed with his small fleet opted to be put ashore in Entel, as per Jilseponie’s offer in the terms of surrender, to continue their service to King Aydrian. But he is a nobleman of Honce-the-Bear, and well regarded among his peers. Perhaps his decision will cause others to recognize their folly, or to find their courage.”

“You do not believe that,” Brynn remarked.

“No, I do not,” the elf admitted after a short pause. “My scouts place King Aydrian in firm control of the vast majority of Honce-the-Bear’s population and military. But with Duke Bretherford’s conversion, our allies in the north command the seas, and that is no small thing.”

Brynn nodded, not wanting to further a pointless argument. She and Pagonel had discussed this at length and had come to the conclusion that the cause in Honce-the-Bear was not promising. The numbers of the prince’s army could not carry him across the land, nor even very far inland. He seemed in danger of becoming to Honce-the-Bear what Maisha Darou was to Behren: a thorn and elusive irritation, and little more.

To their cause in Behren, though, and in To-gai by extension, Prince Midalis and Duke Bretherford might prove invaluable.

“Your journey through Jacintha last night was fruitful?” the woman asked.

Juraviel motioned for Brynn and Pagonel to follow around the side of a boulder, where the burning torch had been set, sheltered from any eyes looking out from the city. He produced the map of the city that Brynn had provided and carefully spread it out on a rock. “The stable and supplies,” he said, pointing to an area in the northeastern corner. “The soldiers of Honce-the-Bear brought tons of hay with them and the bales are piled floor to ceiling in several buildings.”

Brynn’s expression tightened; it went against all of her To-gai-ru instincts to attack a stable. The nomadic people loved and appreciated their horses above all else.

“Not far from there lies a warehouse of pitch,” Juraviel went on, sliding his finger more toward the center of the city.

“You can identify these structures from the air, in the dark of night?” Pagonel asked, and the elf nodded.

Both went quiet then, and stepped back from Brynn. She felt their eyes upon her, and knew that her tearing emotions were playing out clearly on her face.

“I hate this,” she remarked.

“But you hate the alternative even more,” Pagonel reminded.

Brynn looked up from the map to regard her trusted advisor. In her mind, she could hear the screams of men and women, and the shrieks of terrified horses. In her mind, she could see the flames leaping high above Jacintha. The orange flames, the purest of destructive forces.

“Aydrian plans to conquer the whole of the world,” she heard Juraviel remark.

“Aydrian destroyed Lady Dasslerond, and meant to bring complete ruin to Andur’Blough Inninness,” the elf added a moment later.

Brynn didn’t disagree with the reasoning, nor with the point that her former companion had to be stopped. But it wounded her to her soul to know that she would have to go through the bodies of innocents to get near to him.

“Let us light the way for our allies,” the woman said.

Two hours before the dawn, Brynn, Pagonel, and Juraviel climbed onto the shoulders of mighty Agradeleous. From on high at the southeastern peaks of the mountain range, the dragon leaped out and spread his wings wide, catching the updrafts rising up the cliff facings from the warm ocean water. Agradeleous went very low, under the fog that clung to the sea, and soared out across the dark waters, gradually turning to the south, then all the way back around to the northeast. He came over Jacintha’s docks in a sudden rush, eliciting cries of terror from those few people awake and about. That call did not rally the soldiers along the city wall facing the docks nearly quickly enough, though, and so barely a bow was lifted against the passing dragon as he rushed overhead.

Juraviel pointed out the pitch warehouse first, and though the building was constructed mostly of stone, Agradeleous’ fiery breath found its way in through the cracks and ignited many of the piled kegs.

The next target loomed before them as they continued their flight back toward the black silhouettes of the mountains in the north, and this time the strafing run showed more dramatic and immediate effects. Mounds of dry hay exploded to fiery life in Agradeleous’ wake.

Brynn didn’t, couldn’t, look back, but the screams caught up to her almost immediately.

The dragon, obviously enjoying the destructive spectacle, banked as if to turn back, but Pagonel yelled to him to hold fast his course, reminding him that the weapons and the Abellicans were no doubt already being raised against him.

Among the rocks of the mountains a short while later, Brynn Dharielle did step forward and look down upon the spectacle of Jacintha and the huge fire leaping into the predawn air along the city’s northern wall. All the horizon glowed orange from the flames and a cloud of the blackest smoke lifted into the air and spread wide, blocking out the stars.

Brynn put the implications firmly out of her mind. “We approach at first light,” she informed her companions. “We must keep their attention to the west.”

The soldiers on Jacintha’s western wall, their ranks thinned by the many pulled to fight the raging fires, were greeted at the dawn’s light by the horsed ranks of the Dragon of To-gai. Astride their pinto ponies, short bows in hand, the To-gai-ru warriors stretched that line long and thin, just out of reach of the Jacintha archers.

Not so the catapults, though, and one by one, they sent great missiles arcing toward the To-gai-ru.

But the riders were too mobile to fall victim to such an attack and they dodged the missiles with impunity, all the while hurling taunts and insults back at the city.

“It is a common Ru ruse,” Yatol Wadon said to Abbot Olin. “They try to goad us out from behind our walls that they can slaughter us on the sands.”

“Horsed demons,” Abbot Olin growled. “They strike in the dark of night and flee. Cowards one and all!”

“Cowards who win when they should not, time and time again,” Yatol Wadon warned.

“Against the Behrenese,” Abbot Olin snapped back contemptuously. “They do not appreciate the might of the Bearmen.”

“With their bows and astride their fine ponies, they are unmatched.”

“And how will their feeble bows fare against Bearman armor?” the abbot fumed. “Or against Abellican magic?”

The Yatol merely shrugged.

“I will be done with this troublesome wench here and now,” Abbot Olin declared. “And she is all the more troublesome because your people fear her! It was fear alone that shattered the ranks on the field outside of Dharyan. Had Yatol De Hamman re-formed his forces, he could have won a great victory.”

“We have been given good reason to fear her,” the Yatol put in.

“Then let us reverse that, here and now. If Brynn Dharielle will stand against the might of Honce-the-Bear, then I will slaughter her people wholesale. If she turns and flees, as she must, then let your soldiers witness the rout and know that the reality of the Dragon of To-gai does not match the legend!”

“I fear such a course.”

“You fear everything,” Abbot Olin retorted. He stormed out of the room, calling to his commanders to organize a charge.

“You have securely removed the dragon?” Pagonel asked Brynn, as he stood with Belli’mar Juraviel near the center of the To-gai-ru line beside Runtly and the woman.

“I sent him to Dharyan-Dharielle to deliver news of the battle,” Brynn explained. “He will return along a course south of the city and will seek us out, wherever we are.”

Pagonel patted her leg and nodded his agreement. It was vital to keep the bloodthirsty dragon out of the battle at this time.

“This will work,” Brynn said determinedly.

“And if it does not?”

“Then I will ride across the desert sands to Alzuth and sack the city,” the woman answered. “And to every town between Alzuth and Dharyan-Dharielle. And the mercy I have extended to those fleeing Behrenese soldiers will be no more.”

Again the mystic nodded.

“But this will work,” Brynn added.

Pagonel recognized it to be a question and a desperate plea, more than a statement. “Even Yatol De Hamman has come to agree,” he assured her.

Only a few moments later, the great gates of Jacintha burst open and the Bearman army flowed forth.

“Shoot well and shoot high,” Pagonel said to Brynn, and he offered his hand to Juraviel.

In an instant and with the green flash of an emerald, the two were gone.

The soldiers of Honce-the-Bear formed their ranks and began their charge, centered by a line of heavy cavalry that shook the ground.

With precision unmatched in all the world, the To-gai-ru waited until the last possible moment, until lightning bolts began to reach out and even take some down, then turned and rode off. As one, it seemed, they lifted legs over saddles and turned about, standing straight in one stirrup and facing backward, bows coming to the ready.

Their first volleys flew away, perfectly aimed.

Not a Honce-the-Bear soldier, nor a Honce-the-Bear mount, was struck.

Having Pagonel, Brynn Dharielle’s closest advisor, stride from the shadows at the side of his audience chamber, was not something that Yatol Wadon could have expected at that moment.

The Yatols at Wadon’s side gave a communal shriek and the guards charged forward to their leader’s defense.

But Pagonel stopped far short of the throne and held up his hands in a sign of unthreatening greeting.

Old Yatol Wadon leaped up from his chair and ordered his guards to stop, but then turned an angry eye upon the mystic.

“The fires rage in Jacintha,” Yatol Wadon stated. “This is hardly the time for parley.”

“If I were still allied with Brynn Dharielle, I would agree with you,” the mystic replied. “But I have abandoned her cause, as I scorn the cause of Jacintha.”

That curious statement had Yatol Wadon squinting and shaking his head.

“Those causes are one and the same,” Pagonel insisted.

“Brynn attacked Jacintha last night,” Yatol Wadon argued.

“And brilliantly so,” the mystic replied, “following the specific instructions of Abbot Olin.”

Yatol Wadon fell back in his seat and those around him gasped and looked to each other in confusion. “You lie,” the old man said.

Pagonel dipped a low bow. “Only of late has Brynn Dharielle discovered that this was all a ruse,” the mystic explained. “And by that point, her land was too threatened for her to deny the call of Abbot Olin and King Aydrian, who was once her friend.

“Honce-the-Bear will have Behren, without opposition, when this is ended,” the mystic went on. “The reign of the Yatols and Chezru will be ended, buried beneath a version of the Abellican Church that will satisfy the needs of the desperate people. Abbot Olin of Behren will sign a treaty with To-gai, granting the To-gai-ru their sovereignty—though in truth, they will be subjugated under the will of King Aydrian.”

“This is impossible!” one of the other Yatols cried out.

“The Bearman army are being welcomed back into the city?” Pagonel asked.

“Yes, triumphantly so, after chasing the devil Rus away!” the Yatol answered.

“And in their charge out from Jacintha, how many were slain?”

That brought a curious look upon the face of the man, and several others. “Their fine armor …” the man began tentatively.

“Then how many horses were shot out from under them?” Pagonel asked, and the man went silent. The mystic turned to Yatol Wadon. “Have you ever known the To-gai-ru to shoot so poorly?”

Yatol Wadon considered it all for a moment, then stubbornly shook his head. “This is impossible!” he roared. “What you speak of is—”

“Even now a great fleet of Honce-the-Bear approaches your docks,” the mystic interrupted, and he motioned toward the room’s eastern-facing window.

Men bristled and turned about, several running over to view the harbor. Their cries of dismay were all the confirmation Yatol Wadon needed.

As luck would have it, Abbot Olin and Master Mackaront stormed into the room at that moment, followed by one of the guards who had slipped out at the appearance of Pagonel.

“What is the meaning of this?” the old abbot demanded.

Yatol Wadon, his eyes burning with fires of outrage, looked at Pagonel, then back to Olin. He motioned to his guards. “Arrest him!” he commanded.

Abbot Olin’s face twisted in confusion. “Are you mad?”

“If you mean angry, then know that I have never been so mad in all my life,” the Yatol replied, and his soldiers surrounded the pair and roughly grabbed them.

Abbot Olin cried out and his own soldiers charged into the room then, and Yatol Wadon’s remaining guards leaped upon them. As did Pagonel, the mystic flowing through the ranks, taking down soldier after soldier with devastating blows.

Soon enough, the room was secured for Yatol Wadon.

“Take that lying fool away,” Yatol Wadon instructed the men holding Olin. He turned to Master Mackaront. “Release him,” he instructed, and he walked forward to look the man in the eye even as the screaming and protesting Olin was dragged from the room.

“I will have your head on a stake!” the abbot shouted, the last words he said before the butt of a spear smashed him in the face, silencing him.

“Your plans are known to me,” Yatol Wadon said to Mackaront. “And they have failed.”

The man started to respond, but Wadon slapped him across the face. “You would sacrifice all of Behren in the name of your King Aydrian,” Yatol Wadon spat.

Mackaront glared at him.

“Go back to your foul king,” Yatol Wadon told him. “Turn your fleet aside.”

“My fleet?” Mackaront asked, and Yatol Wadon slapped him across the face again.

“Begone from Jacintha with all of those who would follow you!” Yatol Wadon yelled at him. “There is no room in Behren for your King Aydrian!”

Master Mackaront stiffened and continued to glare, but he said nothing. He gave the slightest of bows and turned away.

Word spread quickly from Chom Deiru, and fighting erupted throughout the city, Bearman against Behrenese and Behrenese against Behrenese. From the audience chamber, Pagonel and several of the Behrenese leaders watched it all. Yatol Wadon was there, as well, and in great distress.

At one point, as the great fleet neared the docks, Yatol Wadon turned to his advisors and ordered them to secure against the invasion.

But Pagonel stopped him, pointing excitedly out the window. “They fly the flag of Ursal!” he cried, pointing out toward the armada. “And the Alpinadorans are beside them!”

Yatol Wadon stared at him incredulously.

“Prince Midalis has won out at sea!” the mystic cried, and he clapped the old Yatol on the shoulders—a movement that nearly incited the nearby guards to violence. “That was my one fleeting hope!”

Wadon’s expression became even more incredulous, like a man caught in a whirlpool that was beyond his comprehension.

“Do you not understand?” the mystic asked, becoming far more animated than usual—and in that arm-waving, he flashed a subtle and predetermined signal to Belli’mar Juraviel, who was still hiding in the shadows at the far end of the hall, to go out to Prince Midalis with news of the turn of events. “These are not enemies who sail into Jacintha, but allies!”

“How much of a fool do you take me to be?” Yatol Wadon demanded.

“Prince Midalis himself, the rightful king of Honce-the-Bear and the sworn enemy of Aydrian and Abbot Olin is on those ships, I do not doubt. The rescue of your city is at hand, Yatol Wadon, and by an outside force that will not remain to question your rule.”

So flabbergasted was Yatol Wadon that his knees buckled beneath him and he would have fallen to the floor had not Pagonel caught him by the arm. So many thoughts rushed through his mind. He knew that he had been badly deceived, but he wasn’t sure whether that deception had come from Abbot Olin or Pagonel!

He thought of retrieving Olin at that time, but he knew that it had already gone past that point. When the vicious man had claimed that he would see Yatol Wadon’s head on a stake, he had meant it.

“Chezru, what are we to do?” asked one of the confused Yatols at Wadon’s side.

Yatol Wadon looked down at the tumult that was sweeping across Jacintha. He had no idea.


Chapter 40
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The Unselfish Choice

BRYNN WALKED RUNTLY THROUGH THE BATTERED JACINTHA STREETS. FIRES burned in many places throughout the city, though the main conflagration at the stables and stockpiles was out now, burned down to a blackened and smoldering field of debris. There was still fighting in the city, though the sun was setting and every street was littered with dead. No one really knew who was fighting whom anymore, and even in flying over the breadth of the place on Agradeleous, Brynn had discovered no pattern to the small and vicious battles. All that she knew was that Jacintha was shocked and shattered, a place of complete chaos. Prince Midalis and his fleet had landed at the docks with little opposition, and now held that region secure. The formal Jacintha guard had set up a perimeter around Chom Deiru. And a contingent of the Bearman force had broken out of the city soon after returning from their futile chase of Brynn. They had marched into the foothills of the Belt-and-Buckle and showed no signs of planning to return.

Belli’mar Juraviel had assured Brynn that Lozan Duk and the other alfar would watch them all the way back to Entel.

The Bearman force that had escaped was not nearly as large as the one that had first marched to Jacintha, though. Perhaps a third of the warriors were running home, but that left somewhere around seven thousand remaining in the city.

In moving through now, winding Runtly around lines of heavily armored corpses, Brynn understood that most of them were dead. At one point, Brynn’s troupe passed a spot where five men hung by the neck from high windows, and four of them wore the brown robes of Abellican monks.

“You played on the city’s every fear,” Brynn remarked to Pagonel, who rode beside her.

“Yatol Wadon still has no idea what to believe,” the mystic agreed. “He suspects that I lied to him, I think, but his hatred of Abbot Olin made him an easy target for my words.”

“Did it not pain you to so deceive the man?” demanded Yatol De Hamman, who rode behind the pair, sandwiched by To-gai-ru guards, including Tanalk Grenk.

“All of this pains me,” Pagonel replied. “As your force pained me when you attacked Dharyan-Dharielle without provocation.”

That shrank the imperious Yatol back in his saddle. “What good can come from this?” he did manage to ask. “Jacintha is laid to waste. Without the calming strength of the city, rogue warlords of like mind to my old nemesis Peridan will tear Behren apart!”

“Two things will result,” Brynn answered, and she looked to Pagonel.

“Behren, whatever form the country takes, will again be for and of the Behrenese,” the mystic said.

“And Behren will threaten To-gai no longer,” Brynn added. “Whatever happens within your country, Yatol, you and your peers will never convince your people to ride against me again—especially after I sign a treaty with Prince Midalis of Honce-the-Bear and the leaders of the Alpinadorans who have so unexpectedly come to Jacintha.”

“Honce-the-Bear is ruled by another,” Yatol De Hamman reminded.

“And if he returns with designs of conquest upon Behren, then know that To-gai will stand beside you to expel him.”

The Yatol started to answer, but just shook his head and spat upon the ground.

Brynn couldn’t really fault him for his attitude; his capital city was in shambles. This catastrophe seemed to her the physical equivalent of the emotional destruction wrought by the deception of Yakim Douan. Brynn wasn’t proud of the role she had played in this—every body lying along the street brought her great pain. But neither did she regret her decision to strike and strike hard in response to Abbot Olin’s advances against Dharyan-Dharielle and against Behren itself.

The many soldiers around Chom Deiru eyed Brynn’s group dangerously, but none made a move against her—since Agradeleous, in his still-imposing lizardman form, was walking beside the To-gai contingent.

Chom Deiru had not escaped the warring unscathed, obviously. Though cleared of bodies, the great steps leading up between the pillars that flanked the front entrance had been stained a deep crimson, the great doors of the palace had been sundered; one was somewhat back in place, but tilting badly. The polished stone walls showed the scorch marks of Abellican magic, and an entire area to the left of the doors had been crumbled and broken. Many ballista bolts lay about the corners of the square before Chom Deiru, and the remnants of pitch missiles marred the blasted ground, as the Behrenese had obviously turned their city artillery upon the palace attackers. Brynn had heard the reports of the vicious fighting here, as many of the warriors from Honce-the-Bear had gone in to try to rescue Abbot Olin. Brynn could only imagine the fighting that had occurred right on these steps, Chezhou-Lei against Allheart Knight.

Without slowing, the woman walked Runtly right up the steps and through the broken doorway into the palace’s grand foyer.

“Direct me to Yatol Wadon,” she instructed one of the startled guards inside.

“You cannot bring your horses in here!” the soldier cried, waving at all of them to turn about.

Brynn walked past him, brushing him hard enough with Runtly to send him stumbling aside. There would be no sign of weakness, the victorious woman decided. She looked at another guard, a younger man, who was trembling so hard that he seemed in danger of knocking himself unconscious with the long handle of his halberd.

“Yatol Wadon?” she asked.

The man started down the hallway.

Brynn did dismount before the threshold to Yatol Wadon’s audience chamber, and the guide moved to take Runtly’s reins.

Brynn held him back at arm’s length. “If you touch my horse, my dragon back there is under explicit instructions to eat you,” she calmly explained.

The man stuttered, blanched, wobbled as if he would simply faint away, and stumbled back with a shriek.

“Brynn,” Pagonel said softly.

“Now none of them will touch our horses,” she replied.

“True enough,” the mystic admitted.

It wasn’t hard for Brynn to sort out the gathering inside the audience hall. She knew Wadon and his advisors, of course, and Duke Bretherford. Several other men and women of Honce-the-Bear stood to the side with Bretherford, and one in particular seemed to stand above the others. Prince Midalis, Brynn guessed.

As for the woman standing beside him, Brynn didn’t even have to guess. She knew Aydrian’s features, the eyes and those full lips, and so she knew at once that this was the famous Jilseponie, his mother, the wife of Nightbird, the wife of King Danube.

Just behind Prince Midalis and Jilseponie stood a pair of huge men—Alpinadorans, obviously.

Brynn stopped just inside the door and handed Runtly to one of her attendants, and then she, Pagonel, and Tanalk Grenk came forward. She started for Yatol Wadon, as protocol demanded, since he was host, but changed her mind and veered to the side, moving right up to Jilseponie, where she dipped a low and polite bow.

“So much I have heard of you, Lady Jilseponie,” she said, and Pagonel moved right to her side and translated. And then he turned to the Alpinadorans and started to translate, as well, but they stopped him, assuring him that they understood the language of Honce-the-Bear.

“Is there any language you do not speak?” Brynn asked the mystic.

“Working on my elf,” Pagonel replied. “And my powrie is nowhere near as good as it should be.”

That elicited a smirk.

“Your own deeds are fast becoming legend throughout all the lands,” Pony replied, and Pagonel translated. Pony turned, then, and stepped aside, ushering one of the large Alpinadorans, a much older man, to move up and stand before Brynn.

“With all my heart and all my soul, I offer you my sword, ranger of To-gai,” Andacanavar said in perfect elvish, and Brynn’s light brown eyes widened indeed!

“Andacanavar of Alpinador?” the woman stammered.

“I am indeed,” he answered. “And honored to be in your presence.” He bowed very low, taking her hand up and kissing the back of it before rising to his nearly seven-foot height once again.

Brynn found that she could hardly catch her breath—and for the woman who had seen so much of the world, who had met a dragon and conquered a great enemy, it took a lot to shake her.

Andacanavar was a lot.

An obviously impatient Yatol Wadon cleared his throat then, turning them all to regard him. “May we dispense with the pleasantries?” he asked sharply, and the various translators went to work.

“Unpleasantries?” Brynn asked. “Are we not among friends?”

“I would have thought as much,” Wadon sharply retorted, “before your Jhesta Tu spy so deceived me!”

Brynn looked to Pagonel, who merely bowed, seeing no need to cover his complicity.

“I should have him killed here and now!” Wadon shouted, coming forward in his throne, and the soldiers lining the room stiffened and clutched their weapons more tightly.

“I would get to you before your guards got near to us,” Brynn warned. “Though I believe that Pagonel would beat me to your throat.”

Over by the door, Agradeleous snorted, sending forth a gout of flame that licked the tiles of the grand floor, and all the soldiers seemed to shrink quite a bit, from Brynn’s perspective.

Yatol Wadon settled back in his chair.

Brynn turned to the door and nodded, and one of her soldiers stepped back and pulled Yatol De Hamman into the room, shoving him forward. The Yatol straightened and brushed himself off in an attempt to regain some of his dignity, then moved forward to bow before Wadon.

“If I believed for a moment that Yatol De Hamman had acted under orders of Yatol Wadon and not Abbot Olin when he attacked my city, the carnage in Jacintha would have only just begun,” Brynn assured Wadon. “I offer you the benefit of my suspicions here—take care how you abuse them.”

Wadon seemed to retreat back even farther into his great throne. He trembled visibly, and seemed as if he was about to burst into a fit of wailing, but to his credit, he managed to get past it.

“Abbot Olin is in chains,” he explained.

Brynn nodded.

“The Bearmen are of no consequence to Jacintha and Behren at this time,” Yatol Wadon went on, and he turned to Prince Midalis, who offered an assenting nod as his words were translated. “They will sail, posthaste.”

“We have much to accomplish in our own land,” Midalis explained, turning to the Dragon of To-gai. “Your alliance would be most appreciated.”

The words stung Brynn, and she turned to Pagonel, needing his support. In her heart, she recognized the danger that was Aydrian and knew that he had to be stopped. But what assistance might To-gai offer in a struggle north of the great mountains? She could ill afford to send her warriors away on such a crusade with Behren in such turmoil right below the plateau divide!

“You will have my offer of friendship, Prince Midalis,” she stated. “And when you have recovered your throne, our people may know a time of great alliance and trade. But your war is not the concern of To-gai, though I will tell you that if your enemy, Aydrian, who is known to me, returns to Behren with hopes of conquest, my people will battle him to the last.”

Prince Midalis seemed more than a little disappointed as those words were relayed to him, but to his credit, he nodded and bowed in acceptance.

“And I intend to travel with Yatol Wadon to Entel to meet with King Aydrian,” Brynn startled them all—particularly Mado Wadon!—by announcing. “I wish to see my old companion and let him know that I do not approve of his movements. Fear not, Prince Midalis, for there will be no alliances between us beyond an agreement that our kingdoms will not war.”

“I have agreed to no such meeting!” Yatol Wadon protested. “You would ask me to leave Jacintha at this time?”

“Send an emissary—Yatol De Hamman perhaps—if you must,” Brynn said to him. “We need to speak with this opportunistic young man. Pagonel will accompany me—I have room on Agradeleous’ neck for one more.”

The mention of riding on the dragon had Mado Wadon sinking even deeper into his throne. “Yatol De Hamman, then,” he squeaked, and De Hamman swallowed hard.

Brynn turned back to Midalis. “You will put back out to sea?”

“As soon as we come to believe that Jacintha is secured, and free of Aydrian’s soldiers,” the prince confirmed. “Yatol Wadon has graciously allowed us to resupply in full. We arrived to right the wrongs of Aydrian in Behren, and nothing more.”

Brynn knew that the man was speaking merely for diplomatic gain. Prince Midalis had wisely seized the opportunity of joining in the fight against his adversary’s weak point. She gave no outward indication, though, no grin or smirk. “Fare well, then, in all your endeavors,” she said, and she moved over and offered Midalis her hand, then shook Pony’s as well.

She started to offer Andacanavar her hand as well, but the big man wrapped her in a sudden hug.

“You know what Aydrian did to Lady Dasslerond and her people?” the barbarian ranger whispered as he held Brynn close.

“I do.”

“Take care how you deal with young Aydrian,” Andacanavar warned. “He is the most dangerous man in all the world.”

Brynn didn’t doubt that for a minute.

“I will return for you soon, within a week or two,” Brynn said to Yatol De Hamman. “After I have arranged our meeting with Aydrian.”

She left with her entourage then, moving back out of Chom Deiru, then across the torn city. Not far outside of Jacintha’s gate, back near the foothills of the Belt-and-Buckle, they met up with Belli’mar Juraviel.

“You will sail with Prince Midalis and Jilseponie?” the elf asked hopefully.

“Our war with Aydrian has ended,” Brynn explained. “Unless he turns his eye to the south once more.”

It was fairly obvious to all around that the surprising proclamation did not settle well on Juraviel’s delicate shoulders. The elf moved forward suddenly, hopping right before Brynn. “He will come south once more!” Juraviel cried. “If Aydrian wins out against Prince Midalis, he will march south with several times the forces he sent behind Abbot Olin. He means to conquer the world—can you not see that?”

“His people will be a long way from home indeed if they mean to strike at To-gai,” Brynn answered. “Too long, I would guess, for even Aydrian properly to wage war.”

“That is a dangerous gamble.”

“No more dangerous than emptying my country of her warriors to chase Aydrian across his homeland,” Brynn replied. She started to look to Pagonel for support, but changed her mind and remained focused on Juraviel instead. She had already worked through her feelings in debate with the mystic; there was no reason for her to answer to anyone but herself now.

“The Behrenese will likely splinter into their ancient tribes now, and many of those stalk about the desert below the To-gai plateau,” Brynn explained. “If they see the opportunity to raid into To-gai, they certainly shall. I’ll not give them that opportunity, nor will I offer Yatol Wadon the hope that he can reunite Behren yet again and successfully march against a scantily defended Dharyan-Dharielle!”

“Without your help, it is unlikely that Prince Midalis will prevail,” Juraviel argued.

Brynn didn’t answer.

“Do you not care?” the elf accused, his voice as angry as Brynn had ever heard it. “Do you not care that Lady Dasslerond is dead by Aydrian’s deed? Do you not care that Andur’Blough Inninness is lost to the world?”

The words stung Brynn to her heart. Never had she been so torn in her loyalties. Of course she cared, and deeply so! But this wasn’t about her, she knew, as Pagonel and her experiences here had taught her. Her decisions were not her own to make, based on her own desires, for if she did that, then she would be no better than Aydrian! She was the leader of the To-gai-ru; an entire nation of proud people depended upon her and trusted in her to make the best decisions for their benefit.

She would not betray that trust. Brynn knew that to load her warriors on the boats and land them in Entel so that she could do battle with Aydrian would leave her country badly exposed to the immediate threats, and that, she could not do.

“I want you to get word to Aydrian,” she said to the elf, “that I and an emissary from Yatol Mado Wadon, who leads Behren, wish to meet with him under a flag of truce in the city of Entel in three weeks’ time. Inform Aydrian that Abbot Olin has been repelled.”

Belli’mar Juraviel stood very still, staring at her.

“You can do this?” Brynn asked.

The elf looked to Pagonel, then past him, to Tanalk Grenk, who stood scowling, his strong arms crossed over his chest.

It was Brynn who answered his silent plea, though. “I cannot do what you wish of me, my friend,” she said calmly. “All the world will mourn the loss of Andur’Blough Inninness, but To-gai is not the answer. My people are not the retributive arm of Belli’mar Juraviel’s army.”

Juraviel snapped his head about to stare at Brynn again, his face showing both anger and remorse. He started to remark that he never asked that of her, but Brynn cut him short when she asked, “Will you get word to Aydrian for me?”

Juraviel visibly relaxed and even managed a friendly smile. He brought forth his emerald, offered a helpless shrug to Brynn, then stepped far, far away.

“I know how difficult that was for you,” Pagonel said quietly, moving up right beside the To-gai leader. “You chose wisely, and generously for your people.”

Brynn was glad to hear that affirmation, though Pagonel had counseled as much to her in their meetings before they ever had ridden against Abbot Olin. She wondered what her meeting with Aydrian might be like. She hadn’t seen him in over five years; he would be a man now, a king among men.

And they would no longer be friends. Whatever Aydrian might say to her, whatever justification he might offer, to Brynn Dharielle, the ranger of To-gai, there could be no excuse for his actions.

“We have placed the notices all about the city of Entel,” one of the Touel’alfar scouts informed Juraviel only a couple of days after Juraviel had arrived back in Honce-the-Bear to secretly spread the word that the leaders of both To-gai and Behren wished to parley with King Aydrian in the city.

Soon after, Juraviel conferred with scouts outside of Ursal, where similar notices had been placed, and then outside of Palmaris. His contact in Palmaris added some other information, though, that had Juraviel more than a little unsettled.

“We must go to him,” Juraviel replied to the disquieting news.

The elven scout shook his head. “There is no way to get near to him. Even with the emerald of Andur’Blough Inninness, we would need to fight our way in to his side.”

Juraviel closed his eyes and forced himself to calm down. He wanted to go anyway, but understood that this wasn’t about his desires. He couldn’t risk everything for the sake of this one man, friend though he might be. “Keep your eyes ever turned his way, then,” he bade his scout. “If an opening is to be found, let us find it.”

The scout nodded, and Juraviel went on his way.

His pass back through Yorkey County brought him the welcome news that King Aydrian had posted a response indicating that he would agree to the meeting.

The elf hurried back across the mountains to Jacintha, determined to catch up with Pony before Prince Midalis sailed. She would need to know.

She walked her borrowed horse along the destroyed streets, past the crumbled houses, the barricaded doorways, and the bodies. So many bodies. Jacintha would be a long time in recovering from the battle and the rioting. Even now, more than a week after the expulsion of Abbot Olin, Pony could hear the cries of outrage and pain, as opportunistic gangs made their way across the chaotic city.

Pony tried hard to ignore it all. The fate of Jacintha was beyond her control. Still, she winced whenever a scream echoed through the air.

There were no stars out this night, as a blanket of heavy clouds had rolled in off the ocean. Pony hoped that it would rain, that God would wash away the pools of blood and gore.

She was relieved when she passed out the city’s western gate a short while later. She could see the campfires of the To-gai-ru force up in the north, so she turned her horse and walked along.

Within the hour, the cries of To-gai-ru sentries halted her. She offered no argument as they came out, surrounding her horse. She couldn’t understand their commands to her, but she did dismount, and even surrendered her sword, though she kept her pouch of magical gemstones and even managed to slip a graphite unnoticed into her palm. If she had to, she would send forth a burst of stunning energy.

She was not mistreated, however, and was led straightaway to a centrally located grouping of tents, nestled on a sheltered plateau. There, Pony found Brynn and Pagonel, and they welcomed her warmly.

“May we go off alone and talk?” Pony asked after some formal greetings.

Brynn waved her guards away and led the pair to the southern lip of the plateau, away from the lights and bustle of the encampment. From that high vantage point, they could see the dark shapes of Jacintha far below, and beyond that, the campfires of a large group of soldiers and refugees who were returning to their homeland of Cosinnida with Yatol Paroud.

“Hundreds are dead,” Pony lamented.

“My reports put the number into the thousands,” Brynn corrected after Pagonel had interpreted the words. “Perhaps into the tens of thousands.”

Pony didn’t disagree with the estimate; never had she witnessed such brutality, man against man, as had occurred in the turmoil of Jacintha. Groups seemed to be operating independently, fighting anyone who came against them, or even near them, without bothering to determine if they were friend or foe.

“And there is fighting beginning anew in other regions of Behren,” Brynn went on. “Yatol Wadon will find his task of reuniting the kingdom daunting, perhaps impossible.”

“Is that a bad thing?” Pony asked.

“Only if the imperialistic Bearmen return,” said Brynn. “In that case, opposition to Aydrian and Honce-the-Bear will be minimal, I fear. He will find allies among the various tribes.”

“Aydrian will not return here,” Pony vowed.

“They are a tribal people, in their core,” Pagonel added, speaking it consecutively in both languages. “They will cluster together in their respective cities and regions, and defend their borders from any who would try to dominate them.”

They stood in silence for a short while after that, just looking down at the devastated city.

Pony appreciated Brynn’s patience here. The Dragon of To-gai didn’t press her at all to reveal the meaning of this unexpected visit.

“Have you considered what you will say to my son … to Aydrian?” Pony finally asked.

“Brynn travels to Entel to deliver the news of Abbot Olin’s defeat,” Pagonel answered, before he even translated the words to the To-gai warrior woman. “And to warn Aydrian against his apparent designs on the kingdoms south of the mountains. She will offer truce, but not alliance.”

Pony waited for Pagonel to explain the exchange to Brynn, then bade the mystic, “Ask her if she will deliver for me a message to Aydrian. Tell him that Yatol Wadon has generously turned the prisoner Abbot Olin over to my care and that I wish an exchange.”

Pagonel interpreted the request for Brynn, then assured Pony that they would arrange it.

Pony explained the situation at length to Pagonel, who in turn spelled it out for Brynn.

“Your message will be delivered,” Brynn promised. “And with my insistence that King Aydrian agree to your terms.”

Pony nodded her gratitude, and the three turned back to the distant sights of Jacintha and the encampment. Eventually, the woman who had been queen turned as if to ask something else.

But Pony hesitated and seemed uncomfortable.

“What else do you wish of me?” the perceptive Brynn asked.

“You knew Aydrian,” Pony began haltingly. “When he was young. I wish to know …” Her voice trailed off into a sigh.

Brynn’s smile widened as Pagonel translated the words. “There is much I wish to tell you about him,” the ranger answered. “I did not see him daily in Andur’Blough Inninness, but enough to share with you many memories.”

“I would enjoy that,” said Pony.

The trio spent the remainder of the evening out there in the dark, with Brynn telling Pony so many things about the life her son had lived in the valley of the elves. She didn’t hide the truth of the headstrong young Aydrian behind empty compliments, but she spoke of many of his arguments with Lady Dasslerond with a wide grin upon her face.

For Pony, it was all bittersweet. She loved hearing that Aydrian had found some bit of joy and innocence in his youth, at least.

But that only made her realize even more poignantly how much she regretted all that she had missed.


Chapter 41
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Necessary Disengagement

“OLIN HAS FAILED,” AYDRIAN INFORMED SADYE. HE WAS STILL HOLDING THE NOTICE that had been posted anonymously in Ursal, requesting that he meet with the leaders of To-gai and Behren to discuss an end to the hostilities.

“Failed?”

“He invoked the wrath of Brynn Dharielle, and she joined with the Behrenese to defeat him,” Aydrian explained. “Even as Master Mackaront was requesting that I send more soldiers to Jacintha, To-gai was rising against Abbot Olin.”

“Do you question your decision not to send the soldiers?”

“No,” Aydrian said without the slightest hesitation. “Our fight is here. St.-Mere-Abelle remains strong and Prince Midalis is running free about the coast, with support from Alpinador. I cannot send ten thousand more warriors so that Abbot Olin can realize his dreams beyond the borders of Honce-the-Bear!”

Sadye moved right beside her lover and gently slid her arm about his waist. “How big a loss have we suffered?” she asked quietly. “How many were killed?”

“I know not,” Aydrian admitted. “There have been reports of a large force crossing the mountains to return to Entel. Olin took ten thousand with him; it will be a simple matter of subtraction to determine our casualties. There is one great concern to me, though: Where is Duke Bretherford? Surely he could have sailed from Jacintha to Entel by now.”

“The reports from Entel,” Sadye remarked under her breath, for they had heard whispers that a large force had been deposited along the beaches outside of Entel, and that many were claiming to be the remnants of Duke Bretherford’s fleet after it had been conquered by Prince Midalis. Aydrian hadn’t put much stock in those scattered and confused reports, nor had anyone else outside of Entel; but now they suddenly took on a deeper resonance.

“Is it possible that Prince Midalis sailed all the way to Jacintha to wage war with Abbot Olin?” the young king remarked.

“You sound as if you almost hope that to be the case,” said Sadye.

“Oh, but I do,” Aydrian replied, and he went on with a leading voice, “If Midalis is so far to the south …”

Sadye looked at him curiously, studying his widening smile and considering the way he spoke the words. “Then Vanguard is less guarded,” she reasoned at last.

“And our force at Dancard can be retrieved and sent at once across the gulf.”

“Prince Midalis seems to be well informed of our every move,” Sadye cautioned. “If he sails fast and chases that force to Vanguard, they will be trapped.”

That was the rub, Aydrian knew. Prince Midalis seemed to know their every move. He had retaken the nearly deserted Pireth Tulme in short order, and had avoided all the traps they had set about the coastline below St. Gwendolyn. And now, apparently, he had discovered Abbot Olin’s troubles in Jacintha. Something wasn’t right, but Aydrian couldn’t quite yet put his finger on it.

“Let us travel to Entel and meet with Brynn Dharielle and the victorious Yatol,” he suggested. “They will tell us more, whether they wish to do so or not.”

By the time Aydrian and Brynn rode back into Entel that early-summer morning, the young king had gotten confirmation that Prince Midalis had indeed joined in the fighting against Abbot Olin. Hearing the reports from some merchants on the road in eastern Yorkey County, Aydrian had retreated to his wagon and to his soul stone, and had personally gone out, his spirit flying across the winds to the Entel coast, and then down and around the Belt-and-Buckle until Jacintha came into sight. He wasn’t able to maintain his vision of the place for long, for that pesky sunstone shield held strong against him.

Of course, that alone told him that he had come near to his mother. He had seen enough to realize the truth anyway. Many Honce-the-Bear warships were anchored in the Jacintha harbor, alongside oared craft of an unusual design, which Aydrian figured correctly to be Midalis’ Alpinadoran allies.

A second bit of news greeted Aydrian in Entel, as well: that Duke Kalas and Marcalo De’Unnero had surrounded and besieged St.-Mere-Abelle, and had sealed the docks.

That was something positive, at least.

The Entel meeting was arranged in a small farmhouse west of the city, a secluded location where the interested parties might find the privacy needed to conduct such business. Aydrian was there first, along with his entourage. He waited before the hearth, staring into the flames. It wasn’t really cold enough to warrant a fire this night, but the young man desired one so that he could lose his thoughts in the swirl of orange.

Sadye sat right beside him, wrapping his arm with both of hers and resting her head upon his strong shoulder.

A knock on the door startled them both. Aydrian stood up and helped Sadye to her feet, then brushed himself off and straightened his shirt.

“Allheart Mallon Yank, my King!” came the proclamation, and then another knock.

“Do enter, Allheart,” Aydrian formally replied.

The door creaked open and an old and very dignified-looking nobleman strode in, his posture perfect, his Allheart armor impeccable, and his helm tightly tucked under his arm. “I give you Brynn Dharielle of To-gai and Yatol De Hamman, who speaks for the Behrenese,” the man explained, and he turned about and swept his arm toward the door.

Brynn led the procession into the room, and Aydrian had to catch his breath at the sight of her. He hadn’t seen her in more than five years, but he recognized her from the instant she appeared in the door. Those eyes! Aydrian would never forget those light brown eyes, contrasting so starkly with the woman’s raven hair. He couldn’t contain his smile, and forgot his protocol altogether, sweeping forward as if to embrace her.

Brynn’s icy stare stopped him cold, even forced him back a step.

Two men walked in behind, one wearing the robes that Aydrian recognized as those of a Yatol priest—De Hamman, he figured—and the other plainly dressed. This second man drew Aydrian’s attention more than the Yatol. He appeared in his midforties, but walked in such a way, with soft steps and certain balance, as to make Aydrian believe him to be a warrior.

“Greetings, King Aydrian,” Yatol De Hamman began, his command of the Bearman tongue fairly solid. “I am an emissary from Chezru Chieftain Mado Wadon, and speak for Jacintha.”

“Chezru Wadon could not be bothered to make the journey himself?”

That took the stupid grin from Yatol De Hamman’s face. “The treachery of Abbot Olin has brought great distress to Behren,” he retorted, and he didn’t even note the scowl that Brynn shot his way for so easily offering such information. “The city is in flames because of the abbot, and war rages across the land!”

“Enough, good Yatol,” Brynn said in a language that Aydrian didn’t understand. She turned immediately and spoke to him directly, using the language of the Touel’alfar. “Great devastation has been inflicted upon Behren. Abbot Olin has brought shame to the Abellican Church and to Honce-the-Bear, and has represented you as an imperialistic conqueror.” She stared hard at Aydrian then, and added, “Would Lady Dasslerond agree?”

Aydrian couldn’t help but offer a smirk at the mere mention of the elf’s name. “Have you come to declare war?” he asked bluntly.

“I have come to demand peace,” said Brynn. “And to warn you to honor the border between your lands and mine—and ours,” she finished, turning to include Yatol De Hamman in the mix.

“Abbot Olin went beyond his edict,” Aydrian told her.

“And that was?”

“To help Behren to find stability, and nothing more,” said Aydrian, rather unconvincingly. “To determine whose cause was just and use the forces at his command to solidify that man’s hold on the shattered kingdom.”

“A gesture from the beneficent ruler from the north?” Brynn asked, not hiding her skepticism in the least.

“Exactly.”

Brynn glanced back at the other two men, then turned back on Aydrian, her expression sour. She came forward a step, so that she was very near to the young king. “Aydrian, what are you doing?” she whispered, though if she had shouted the elvish words, no one else would have understood them anyway. “What did you do to Lady Dasslerond?”

Aydrian’s face went very tight.

“You came to Behren with intent of conquest,” said Brynn. “And you stole this kingdom you now command. What are you—”

“Stole?” Aydrian retorted. “My mother was the queen, do you not know?”

“Your mother bitterly opposes your rule,” Brynn replied.

“And how might you know this?”

Brynn stared at him for a long while, then stepped back. “I have come to form an agreement of nonaggression,” she said in the language of the To-gai-ru, and Pagonel translated it into Bearman. “Your place is not south of the mountains, except on invitation from Chezru Wadon or myself. If you accept that place, then understand that the events in Honce-the-Bear are not the concern of To-gai, or of Behren.”

As Pagonel translated, Yatol De Hamman echoed his agreement.

“Very well then,” Aydrian said, turning and motioning to the long table that had been set up deeper within the room, complete with piles of parchment, writing quills, and inkwells. On a motion from Aydrian, a pair of scribes walked out from the corners of the room and took their places opposite each other.

Aydrian and Sadye sat on one side, with Brynn and Yatol De Hamman taking the two vacant seats across from them, and Pagonel standing directly behind Brynn.

The terms were simple enough, with Brynn and Yatol De Hamman promising not to attack Honce-the-Bear, and Aydrian agreeing to keep his armies north of the mountains. Agreed upon without delay, they set the scribes to work, and soon enough, the three leaders signed.

“Is there anything more?” Aydrian asked, eyeing Brynn with every word, and just to make sure that she understood his meaning, he repeated the question in the language of the Touel’alfar.

“There is so much more that I need to say to you,” Brynn answered, again in the elvish tongue. “Who are you, Aydrian? What have you become?”

“Everything that Lady Dasslerond hoped I would become, and more,” he answered flippantly.

Brynn narrowed her brown eyes. “I know what you did to her, and to Andur’Blough Inninness.”

“And how might you know that, pray tell?”

Brynn didn’t reply to the question, instead changing back to the language of her people and offering, “There is one other matter, concerning the disposition of a prisoner.”

Pagonel translated.

“Do tell,” Aydrian prompted.

“We have Abbot Olin, and will return him to you,” said Brynn.

“How generous. Can you not afford enough rope?”

“But in exchange for one you hold,” the woman went on. “His name is Roger Lockless, and he is kept in the dungeons of Palmaris. Abbot Olin will be traded for him, if you so agree, at a time and place of your choosing.”

Aydrian laughed aloud as Pagonel translated it all. “Ah, my mother,” he said. “Ever the sentimental and loyal fool.”

“You know nothing of your mother,” Pagonel dared to reply.

Aydrian stared at him hard. “Who are you?” he demanded.

Pagonel offered a slight bow and deferentially receded a step.

“Abbot Olin for Roger Lockless?” Aydrian said to Brynn directly, reverting to the elvish tongue.

“It seems more than fair from your perspective.”

“Then why?”

“Because he was a friend to your mother, and she would see him free.”

“That alone tells me that I should refuse you,” Aydrian said coldly. “Anything that brings comfort to my mother is of no interest to me.”

Again came that judgmental, disapproving look from Brynn, but Aydrian held strong. He shoved his chair out from the table and crossed his powerful arms over his chest. “Your request is denied. Hang Olin from the tallest tower in Jacintha, or from the mast of Prince Midalis’ own ship. I have no interest in him. He failed me and disobeyed me, and the result, by your own admission, is that Behren has been reduced to utter chaos.”

“Behren has its trouble, indeed,” Brynn agreed. She came forward in her chair, leaning right over the table to stare hard at Aydrian. “But I warn you, if you come south to take advantage of that chaos, you will find a unified Behren standing against you, and beside a To-gai ally.” The woman backed off just a bit, and reached out one last time. “Aydrian. Aydrian! You know me as your friend. We were nurtured together—”

“You were nurtured while I was tortured!” the young king roared back, and he leaped from his chair and leaned over the table, so that his face was but an inch from Brynn’s. “Who am I? I am the nightmare of Lady Dasslerond! I am the maelstrom.”

“You killed her!”

“I wish I had!” Aydrian snapped back. “But no, I was robbed of that pleasure by the witch herself!”

Brynn slammed the table, and Sir Mallon Yank rushed forward, as if to cut in front of Brynn.

Of course, Pagonel was far the quicker, spinning past the yelping Yatol De Hamman to easily intercept the Allheart. Mallon Yank went for his sword, but Pagonel caught him by the wrist as he closed his hand over the hilt, and with a proper press on the sensitive areas, locked the man’s hand in place.

Yank responded by swinging his left for the mystic, but Pagonel easily avoided the lumbering blow, stepped back, and pushed the man along in his swing, knocking him off balance and turning him right about. The mystic’s foot planted against the stumbling Allheart’s rump and shoved him hard across the room, to crash into the far wall, where he stumbled down in his heavy armor and floundered about.

Yatol De Hamman yelped again and ducked for cover; Aydrian’s hand went to his sword, as did Brynn’s.

Outside, the guards cried out, and then they screamed out, and a great roar shook the house. The door burst open and the lizardman Agradeleous stepped to the threshold, smoke wafting eagerly from his nostrils.

Brynn threw up her hands and stepped back, shouting, “Enough!”

But then something strange happened, something unexpected and frightening beyond anything the onlookers could have anticipated.

For Aydrian looked at the dragon, and Agradeleous at he, and both roared out in revulsion! Agradeleous bared his great fangs and seemed as if he meant to immolate the entire room, but Aydrian was the quicker, lifting his hand from his pouch and covering himself in a blue-white serpentine shield, and then blasting a bolt of lightning at the dragon that knocked Agradeleous back out of the room.

“Enough!” Brynn cried again, and she leaped forward at Aydrian, who turned on her angrily.

“You would consort with such a beast, and yet you question my actions?” the young king yelled at her. “Begone from here! At once!”

Brynn saw that there was something deeper here, something almost feral within Aydrian. How could he know anything of dragons? Why had he acted so violently, without the slightest hesitation?

And why had Agradeleous?

Brynn stared at him for just a moment longer, then rushed out the door, fearing that her dragon would assume its greater form and simply stamp the house flat.

She found Agradeleous hardly in a position to do so, for Aydrian’s bolt had stung him and stunned him. He was many feet back from the doorway, sitting in the yard, and seemed more shaken than Brynn had ever before seen him.

“Quickly, let us be out of here,” Pagonel said to her, moving by and taking her by the arm. He pulled her past the dragon, with Yatol De Hamman moving even faster and farther.

But Agradeleous did not stand to follow.

“Agradeleous?” the mystic asked. He let go of Brynn and rushed back around to regard the dragon directly, to see the curious expression. Was it rage? Fear? “Come along,” the mystic prompted.

The dragon stood up, still staring with obvious murderous intent at the house.

“The treaty is signed,” Pagonel went on. “Our business here is done. Let us be gone from this place.”

“Long gone,” the dragon finally agreed. “Long, long gone.”

“Aydrian!” Sadye yelled, grabbing the young king as he broke from his pacing and stalked determinedly toward the door.

Aydrian turned on her, his eyes glowing with outrage, his expression more ferocious than Sadye had ever seen. But she, who had tamed the weretiger within Marcalo De’Unnero, did not back away.

“What are you doing?” the woman asked, and as Aydrian’s muscles tightened with tension, she tightened her grip upon him.

“What was that?” the woman calmly asked.

“A dragon,” Aydrian explained, though his teeth were so tightly gritted that he could hardly push the words through. “The second oldest of the races and the most vile by far!”

Sadye shook her head with every word. “You knew that Brynn Dharielle was rumored to possess such a beast,” the bard reasoned.

“So?”

“So explain your reaction,” Sadye replied.

That simple question did ease the tension from the young king and put him back on his heels. He had indeed heard the stories, and had eagerly anticipated the prospects of seeing the creature—had even fancied himself taking the dragon as a fitting mount to the man who would rule the world. Sadye’s confusion was justified, he realized. What indeed had just happened?

“I cannot explain,” he admitted. “The revulsion within me—I had not anticipated …”

“Were you not joking earlier that you would desire such a beast as a mount?”

“I would desire its vile head as a trophy, and nothing more!” Aydrian roared.

“Aydrian?”

Again, the surprising outburst had Aydrian shaking his head with more surprise than anyone in his audience.

“My liege, I will rouse the troops at once,” Sir Mallon Yank declared. “We will bring down the beast and deliver its head!”

“You will stand down,” Aydrian replied immediately. “The southerners arrived under a flag of truce, and we will honor that.”

“Yes, my King.”

“The unfortunate outburst is to be forgotten,” Aydrian told them all. “We have signed a treaty and will hold to it, as will Brynn and her people, and the Behrenese. The issue of the southland is settled for now, to my relief. Let us turn our attention fully to our own lands now, and be done with Prince Midalis and the rebellion.”

It was news that they were all glad to hear.

“Perhaps the next time you request a gathering with Brynn, you would be wise to advise her to leave her beast in To-gai,” Sadye said quietly to Aydrian, while the others went about straightening the room and ensuring that their guests were long away.

Aydrian wrapped his arm about the woman’s shoulders and laughed. “Wise indeed,” he agreed. “Wise indeed.”


Chapter 42
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Pecking Away

UPON RETURNING TO JACINTHA, YATOL DE HAMMAN WAS NOT PLEASED TO LEARN that fighting had broken out anew along the southern sections of the city. “There is no order! All of Behren is in chaos because of you,” he accused Brynn. “Fool woman!”

Brynn didn’t shrink back an inch from the blabbering man. “Push my patience at your peril, Yatol,” she calmly replied. “Had you not attacked my city, I would not have marched forth in response.” He started to protest, but Brynn raised her hand into his face and spoke over him. “Spare me your talk of a mistake. There is no time for that anymore. Your country is in ruin, and you have no one to blame but Abbot Olin—and yourself.

“So go back to your home, Yatol,” the woman went on. “Secure your province and release this anger you hold toward me and toward To-gai. It is an unhealthy practice, I assure you.” That last threat had been not the least bit disguised, and Yatol De Hamman blanched and swayed back from the imposing warrior woman.

“Let us return to your people,” Pagonel offered from behind Brynn.

“Indeed,” Brynn replied. “I have had more than enough of the Behrenese.”

They found the To-gai encampment up in the foothills easily enough. Many of the warriors had gone home by then, leaving only fourscore patrolling the region. Tanalk Grenk was there, however, patiently awaiting Brynn’s return.

“To-gai’s conflict with Honce-the-Bear is at its end,” Brynn explained to the man. “King Aydrian has been warned to stay north of the mountains, and given his loss here, it will be a long time before he can turn his eyes south to us once more. When the issue of his struggle with Prince Midalis is settled, To-gai will go to the victor in parley again, to reaffirm the treaty we have signed.”

“You have done well for our people,” Grenk congratulated, and he offered a respectful bow. “Yet again.”

“My efforts have been no less fruitful than your own,” Brynn replied. “Your actions and leadership saved Dharyan-Dharielle, and allowed us to break out from the besieged city.” The woman paused and looked to Pagonel, taking strength in his serenity.

“And that is why it is with complete confidence that I hand the leadership of To-gai into your able hands, Chief Tanalk Grenk,” Brynn explained, and for perhaps the first time in his entire life, the powerful To-gai-ru warrior seemed as if his legs would not support him!

“My lady?” he stuttered.

“My road takes me north,” Brynn explained. “By his deeds has Aydrian named himself my enemy, and I cannot go quietly home while he continues his errant course.”

“An enemy of Brynn Dharielle is an enemy of To-gai!” Tanalk Grenk said determinedly.

Brynn offered him a grateful smile and patted his shoulder. “Aydrian’s misdeeds against the Touel’alfar are no business of any To-gai-ru except for me. I am a ranger, as surely as I am To-gai-ru. I could not ask my warriors to follow me across the mountains. I could not risk the welfare of To-gai in my defense of Lady Dasslerond, who was as my mother. I am going north to do battle with Aydrian because I must. To you I entrust the leadership of our people, and I have no doubt that you will perform magnificently. To you, I entrust the care of Runtly, who is precious to me.”

“And when you return?” Grenk asked.

“I will take back my pony, but that is all,” Brynn replied. “My abdication is complete. If ever I am needed by To-gai, I will be there, by your side, but if I return from Honce-the-Bear, my road will be …” She stopped and glanced over at Pagonel, who smiled and nodded.

“You are going to study with the Jhesta Tu,” Tanalk Grenk reasoned.

Brynn smiled and continued to look to the mystic. “If I am fortunate enough to live through the trials with Aydrian,” she admitted.

When she turned back to Tanalk Grenk, she was surprised to see that he didn’t appear ready to argue, nor was he puffing his chest with pride. “If I serve To-gai half as well as did Brynn Dharielle, then my name will be legend among our people,” he offered, and he bowed so low that it seemed as if his face would touch the ground, and when he came up, Brynn saw the hint of tears in his dark eyes.

“I would ride with you anywhere in all the world, against any enemy,” he said. “I would battle the dragon itself if you but asked. You cannot know …”

Brynn interrupted him by moving forward and wrapping him in a great hug.

“I could not go and do what I must, were it not for you,” she whispered to the man. “I leave To-gai in all confidence that she will be safe and well led.”

Tanalk Grenk nodded, and Brynn hugged him again. Then she gathered up Pagonel and walked off the plateau encampment, down to where Agradeleous waited.

The eagerness of the dragon had the woman more than a little concerned.

“He is worth killing,” Agradeleous explained to her.

“And you mean to do that?”

The dragon fell back and the eager sparkle in his reptilian eyes dimmed considerably. “Better for another, that task,” he said. “For me, I will fly about the beast’s kingdom, putting towns to the flame!”

“No,” Brynn replied, and she closed her eyes against the memories evoked by Agradeleous’ obvious hunger. She remembered well the carnage she had allowed the dragon to inflict upon the Behrenese settlers in To-gai, and knew that forevermore she would hear their terrified screams in her mind. Her fight in the north was not with Honce-the-Bear, however, but with Aydrian—specifically Aydrian.

She would not turn Agradeleous loose in such a manner ever again.

They spent the night in preparation, Pagonel and Brynn determining how they might best serve Prince Midalis, and then they were off with the dawn’s light, flying east to find the prince and his navy.

Three more catapults came online that day on the field outside of St.-Mere-Abelle, and Duke Kalas wasted no time in adding them to the bombardment. At any given moment throughout that morning, a trio of boulders were in the air, soaring out far and wide to smash down among the structures of the great abbey, or mostly, along the front wall near to the great gates.

Responding fire from the abbey’s artillery proved sporadic at best, and wholly ineffective. Nor could the monks reach out this far with their gemstones.

Every so often, Kalas’ artillerymen changed their tactics and loaded up with smoldering pitch and elevated the firing angle, and then with a great whoosh, they launched all fifteen of the massive catapults together, sending a wave of fire soaring over the abbey wall.

“Are you enjoying this as much as I?” Kalas asked De’Unnero as the two stood and watched the continuing bombardment.

“You would knock it all down if you could,” the monk replied.

Kalas didn’t even bother to reply, just stood there watching, a superior grin upon his face.

“Are you not just giving them more ammunition to throw back at us?” De’Unnero asked.

“That is why we throw the pitch over the wall, but launch the stones in short, so that most smash against the front wall and bounce down beyond their reach. Not that it would matter. When King Aydrian arrives and tells us to charge in, the monks will run out of time long before they will run out of stones to throw.”

“He will arrive soon?”

“Tomorrow, from what I have heard.”

“And what of the rumors from the southland?”

“By all reports, Abbot Olin was defeated and captured,” Duke Kalas answered. “By all reports, Prince Midalis played a hand in that defeat. I fear that King Aydrian perhaps reached too far and too fast.”

“No,” the monk argued. “It was not Aydrian’s error, but Abbot Olin’s. He should have stepped more carefully—he had enough warriors at his disposal to hold strong against any opposition, had he kept his focus upon Jacintha and Behren alone.”

“Do you think they are afraid?” Duke Kalas asked, indicating the great abbey once more.

De’Unnero turned back to regard the ancient structure. “They are concerned, of course,” he replied. “But they know that you’ll not knock down their solid walls from out here. And they know that they can withstand a siege forever and ever—the abbey is fully self-supporting. The brothers understand that to take St.-Mere-Abelle, you, or Aydrian, will have to charge those walls. The monastery has been attacked many times, good Duke. Never has it fallen.”

“Never has it faced the wrath of Aydrian, or the combined armies of Honce-the-Bear,” Kalas was quick to answer. He put on a sly look, and offered, “Nor, perhaps, the wrath of Marcalo De’Unnero.”

“St.-Mere-Abelle will fall,” De’Unnero agreed, but far from jubilant, his tone was somber. De’Unnero wanted the abbey taken, of course—this was the moment of his ascension. But it pained him nonetheless to know that to put things in the Church aright, he would have to bring down the formerly unconquerable fortress. There was some mystique about St.-Mere-Abelle that appealed to the warrior monk: unconquerable, indomitable, ageless.

“Do you think they have had enough shaking for the morning?” Kalas asked.

“Take care you do not pile your missiles too high before the walls,” the monk warned. “Else we’ll have to move them aside before we batter at the gates.”

Duke Kalas snorted and turned to look over his shoulder. “The artillery is to stand down!” he called to one of his nearby undercommanders, and the man saluted and ran off to relay the command.

“We will resume tomorrow morning,” Kalas explained to De’Unnero. “And every morning thereafter.”

He chuckled as he considered a black line of smoke rising from behind the abbey’s wall, the result, no doubt, of the last pitch barrage. “We will wear away their resolve,” he promised. “And then St.-Mere-Abelle will fall to Aydrian’s control.”

Marcalo De’Unnero eyed the man for a long time, but resisted the urge to correct him on that last part. St.-Mere-Abelle would fall, true, but control would cede to him, and not to Aydrian.

Later that day, a runner arrived with word that Prince Midalis had come ashore in the east yet again.

“St. Gwendolyn?” Duke Kalas asked hopefully, for he had left a sizable force in place, hidden within the abbey. “Then at last, the renegade found a fight.”

“Pireth Tulme,” the runner corrected. “And then Macomber Village.”

Duke Kalas looked at De’Unnero, and the monk merely shrugged. Once again, the prince had known exactly where to strike.

“Gather a force and retake the place,” said a disgusted Duke Kalas.

“Yes, my lord,” the runner replied, and Kalas waved him away.

“Pray that Aydrian arrives soon,” Kalas muttered to De’Unnero. “We are in sore need of a victory here, to ensure that the peasants do not start believing in the superiority of Prince Midalis. Though he wins no major victories!”

“He is gambling that he will need none,” the monk replied.

Trumpets heralded the arrival of King Aydrian and his force of five thousand the next day. He wasted no time with formalities, or even in surveying the damage done so far to St.-Mere-Abelle, but went straight to the tent offered him as his audience hall, to meet with Father Abbot De’Unnero and Duke Kalas.

“You have heard of Olin’s failure?” Aydrian snapped as soon as the pair walked in. He noted, too, that De’Unnero’s eyes were not on him, but were on Sadye, and the monk seemed less than pleased to be looking upon her once more.

“Rumors have reached us, yes,” Duke Kalas replied.

“They are all true, I assure you,” said Aydrian. “Olin attacked my old companion, Brynn Dharielle, and her To-gai-ru kinfolk, and he was soundly thrashed. Of course, it helped Brynn’s cause that Prince Midalis happened to sail into Jacintha harbor in support of her war with Olin.”

“The prince has proven to be a thorn up and down the coast,” Duke Kalas agreed. “Always does he seem to be striking wherever we are not.”

“It’s the witch with her gemstones,” De’Unnero offered. “The witch you let walk out of Ursal.”

The two men stared hard at each other, and Aydrian was the first to blink. Perhaps De’Unnero was right here, he knew. Perhaps, in his supreme confidence, he had erred in allowing his mother to walk free. Was she now using her soul stone to scout out the regions along the coast where Midalis could safely strike? Had she gone so far to the south as to recognize the situation in Jacintha, and then guide Prince Midalis to the side of Brynn?

It seemed a bit of a stretch to Aydrian; there were great limitations to spirit-walking, after all. But still, something was obviously going on here.

“Behren and To-gai are no longer involved in our struggles,” Aydrian explained to the two men. “I have signed a treaty with both Brynn Dharielle and the representative of Jacintha.”

“If they hold to it,” Duke Kalas murmured.

“Brynn Dharielle’s word cannot be questioned,” Aydrian countered. “She has agreed that To-gai will not go to war with Honce-the-Bear, and so they shall not. As for Behren, by all reports, the people there are too busy battling with each other to turn their eyes to the north.”

“Then we need not fortify Entel, beyond a force that could repel Prince Midalis,” Kalas reasoned.

“Entel is secure,” Aydrian assured him. “Prince Midalis will not engage us fully at this time. His strategy is to strike where we are weakest and then to run away.”

“He is trying to erode support for you among the people,” De’Unnero reasoned. “He is trying to make sure that they understand his viability as their king.”

“And to counter that, we need a more substantial victory than the prince could ever hope to gain,” said Aydrian. He pointed straight out the door, across the fields to the distant gray-brown structure of St.-Mere-Abelle. “We need to overrun St.-Mere-Abelle, and soon,” he explained. “Once the abbey is ours, my armies will be free to fortify the coastline more completely. Where then will Prince Midalis strike?”

“The monastery is already isolated from him, my King,” Duke Kalas said, his shoulders going back, chest puffing out as he reported the good news. “St.-Mere-Abelle’s docks are in ruin and any ships coming in will be under constant barrage from the cliffs, north and south. Our Palmaris warships huddle beneath the shadows of those batteries. Any attempt by Prince Midalis to come in will prove costly to him, I promise you.”

“We have softened the defenses of the abbey, as well,” De’Unnero added, and from the look Kalas shot him, Aydrian understood that the monk was speaking up to make sure that he was included in the dispensing of glory. “The brothers within have been awakened every morning by the thunder of boulders and the smell of burning pitch.”

Aydrian nodded, pleased by it all. He had little doubt that his army could overrun the abbey, especially with him there, neutralizing the magical response from the Abellicans and mounting more devastating attacks, as well. But he understood, too, that the defenses of St.-Mere-Abelle were as much underground as above, a network of tunnels and fortified subchambers. Aydrian believed that he could get through the gates easily enough—hadn’t he done just that against Palmaris? But he understood that the struggle to secure control of the monastery could be long and troublesome.

The young king had been stung quite a bit of late and wanted to proceed with all caution in this most important of all battles. Abbot Olin had failed him and Prince Midalis had surprised him repeatedly.

He could not let that happen again.

Late that day, while De’Unnero, Kalas, and the other commanders began their planning and preparation for the assault on the monastery, Aydrian retired to a darkened tent. He set up his Oracle mirror and sat across from it, staring into its depths, asking himself the many questions concerning the prince’s uncanny ability to strike just beyond his reach and to join in wherever he was most needed.

For a long time, nothing really sparked in Aydrian’s mind. He kept imagining his mother’s spirit, flying across the lands, gathering information for the prince. But how had she known to go to Brynn? And how had she contacted Brynn completely enough to coordinate any action, as surely seemed the case, since all reports had the To-gai-ru and the prince’s fleet arriving at precisely the right times to unhinge Jacintha.

A memory flashed in Aydrian’s mind, a recollection of his first real battle with Lady Dasslerond. She had used her magical emerald that day to distort the ground beneath them, to pull him back to the edge of Andur’Blough Inninness.

The emerald.

It all made sense, then. The scattered Touel’alfar were not in hiding, but had joined in the cause against him!

Aydrian’s eyes popped open. Could it be true?

The young king fished about immediately for his soul stone and soared out from his tent in spirit form. If he was correct, then surely he could find some evidence near the primary points of importance, St. Gwendolyn and Pireth Tulme.

Near St.-Mere-Abelle.

It took Aydrian a long time that night to locate the spy. He followed the sensations of life offered by the stone, those same sensations that invited an out-of-body spirit to attempt possession of any living, reasoning being it passed near.

And then he found her, To’el Dallia, not far from St.-Mere-Abelle’s northern wall, studying the artillery Duke Kalas had put in place to cover the coastal approach.

Without going near to the elf, Aydrian soared back to his body and again popped open his eyes wide.

The Touel’alfar were spying for Prince Midalis. Those wretched little elves were working toward Aydrian’s demise!

But now he recognized that, and now, perhaps, there might be a way when he could use those spies against the prince. A swirl of possibilities filtered through his thoughts, and he knew that he would have to spend some time in planning this carefully.

How could he end this war, here and now?

Aydrian wasn’t quite sure of the particulars, of course, but he was determined to see it through. He wanted to be done with St.-Mere-Abelle and put De’Unnero firmly in place. He wanted to be done with Prince Midalis and get on with solidifying his kingdom so that he could again turn his attention to the southland. He wanted most of all to be done with his troublesome mother. He had sent her away and had wanted her to just go find a place to hide, that she might wither in misery. Her resilience had surprised him, but more than that, it had angered him.

He wanted to make her pay.

He went back out in spirit form almost immediately, flying fast to the northwest, back to a place he knew in the region of the small town of Dundalis.

Soon, he was looking down upon a pair of rock-piled cairns, one for his great-uncle Mather and one for his dead father.

The spirit of Aydrian called out to the nether realm.

Even as Aydrian’s spirit reentered his corporeal body, a rock on that Timberland grave shifted and rolled away, and then another.


Chapter 43
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Positioning

AYDRIAN DIDN’T EXPLAIN HIS PLAN TO DUKE KALAS, FIGURING THE MAN, WHO knew little outside the domain of Ursal’s noble court, simply would not understand the nuances of it. He did tell De’Unnero, though, and the monk smiled wickedly.

“It is no wonder then that Prince Midalis knows exactly where to strike,” De’Unnero said. “I have never been fond of those troublesome winged creatures!”

“Believe me when I tell you that your animus toward them is far less than my own,” Aydrian dryly replied.

“You will possess them?”

“I … we, will deceive them,” Aydrian explained. “And I will ensure that the deception is not discovered until it is too late for Midalis.”

“You bring all of your enemies together,” the monk mused. “Is that wise?”

“Do you believe that St.-Mere-Abelle can stand against us?”

“Of course not.”

“And do you believe that Prince Midalis and his pitiful few thousand will truly trouble Duke Kalas and his skilled warriors?”

The monk pondered that one a bit longer. “Do not underestimate the Alpinadorans,” he warned. “And there is the not-so-little matter of …”

“My mother,” Aydrian finished. “Yes, I know. And have faith that I understand how to take that one from the battlefield—heart, soul, and body.”

“You have underestimated her before.”

“True enough,” Aydrian admitted. “I should have followed your advice and done away with her back in Ursal. She is more resilient than I believed.”

“Perhaps that is where her son inherited such admirable traits,” De’Unnero replied, and Aydrian rocked back on his heels at that. Had the monk just complimented him? Truly? Things had been so icy between them since Aydrian had announced his intentions toward Sadye that Aydrian had wondered if the rift ever would mend.

But now he saw the truth of it, and upon reflection, he found that he was not surprised. De’Unnero had loved Sadye—likely he still did—but he loved power more. Aydrian, and not Sadye, was the promise of that power.

“Abbot Olin is held prisoner by the Yatols of Jacintha, or by Brynn Dharielle of To-gai,” he said. “I expect that he will be returned to us as soon as our business with Prince Midalis is completed.”

“Do you ask what I wish done with him?”

“You are the Father Abbot of the Church of Honce-the-Bear,” Aydrian stated flatly. “Once St.-Mere-Abelle is ours—within the week, I would expect—there will be no opposition to your rule. I will defer to your judgment concerning old Abbot Olin, though I am far from pleased with him at this time.”

“What would you advise?”

“Give him Behren once it is taken and secured,” Aydrian replied. “He loves the southland and, as you taught me, it is always best to place your resources in those areas of their greatest desire.”

The double meaning of that turned phrase was not lost on De’Unnero, obviously. He quieted and settled back, staring hard at Aydrian.

Aydrian thought to push the point, but changed his mind. There would be no resolution here, the young king understood. Marcalo De’Unnero had gotten past the outrage concerning Aydrian’s affair with Sadye, but the simmering anger remained.

Obviously so. Aydrian knew then to keep the monk’s focus on the goal at hand, St.-Mere-Abelle, and to keep Sadye and De’Unnero as far apart as possible. In that light alone, the two could continue to work together effectively.

“Construct the house on the northwestern end of the encampment,” Aydrian explained. “Tell the workers the importance of the structure they build, that it will be the command post for all of our operations in the region.”

“Place the bait,” De’Unnero agreed, and he went out and started the work immediately.

Aydrian went back to his own tent, then, where Sadye waited. She started to ask him about his conversation with Marcalo, but he didn’t really want to talk about that at that time. He didn’t want to talk about anything; he just wanted to enjoy the woman, whom he considered among the greatest gains he had made.

Later on, with construction on the house under way, Aydrian went out with his soul stone and scoured the area, locating To’el Dallia once again and taking heart that she was already looking toward the work area.

Aydrian went out in a wider arc, then, ensuring that no other Touel’alfar were about. Then he flew far out to the west, halfway back to Palmaris, and scoured that area, as well. For this would be the march and turn of Duke Kalas, the ruse, and prying eyes might ruin everything. He did indeed find an elf, resting in the low boughs of an evergreen tree.

One more stooge.

The fleet sat quiet, bobbing slightly on the tiny swells of the Mirianic, the tall trees of the coastline just west of the tip of the Broken Coast barely visible in the south. Fresh from their victory over Pireth Tulme, Midalis’ men were itching to go ashore once more. But no new reports had come in from Belli’mar Juraviel, and Midalis would not go in blindly.

He stood on Saudi Jacintha’s deck that summer morning, leaning on the rail. Liam O’Blythe, his dear old friend, was there with him, offering silent support.

Midalis greatly appreciated the man, and all the others who were so willingly following him along this desperate course. And it was indeed desperate, he knew. Even with the allies he had found, even with the victories he had stolen, the specter of Aydrian seemed far beyond him. Juraviel’s assessment of Aydrian’s armies named them as perhaps the greatest the world had ever known. How could Midalis hope to counter that?

The song of Bradwarden filtered past him then, calming his nerves and reminding him even more vividly of the extraordinary friends he had found. The centaur stood on deck amidships, Pony and the captain beside him, taking in the warm air and the brief respite; and his song only added to that sense of calm, and seemed as if it softened the waters below, as well.

So much starker then came the call of the lookouts, one ship after another, sighting a great winged form gliding in over the water.

“Brynn and the dragon,” Pony said, rushing up beside the prince and Liam.

“And Roger, too, let us hope,” Midalis replied.

The great wurm soared past the ships, banking and running the line of them—and more than a few lifted bows or spears its way!

Sighting Midalis and the others, Brynn and Pagonel brought Agradeleous down low beside Saudi Jacintha. The dragon hooked the rail with his great claws and held aloft there, beating his wings, as his two riders leaped down upon the deck.

“Where is Roger?” Pony asked before they could even exchange formal greetings.

Brynn looked to Pagonel.

“Your son would not deal for Abbot Olin,” the mystic explained. “Roger remains his captive in the city of Palmaris.”

“I must go there,” Pony said, and she turned to Bradwarden and Prince Midalis, pleading with them. “As soon as Juraviel returns to us, I will have him usher me away to Roger’s side.”

“Roger won’t be liking that,” Bradwarden dared to reply. “If ye bring the elf and yerself into danger, ye might be costing us more than ye know. He got caught freeing Braumin, yes? And I’m thinking that yerself and Juraviel are more important to the cause than our friend the bishop.”

Pony had no answer, other than to glare at the centaur.

“To-gai and Behren are at peace with Honce-the-Bear?” Prince Midalis inquired of Pagonel.

“The treaty has been signed by all parties,” the mystic replied. “Though we fear that if Aydrian proves victorious up here, he will again turn his eyes our way.”

“No doubt.”

“Brynn has ceded the throne of To-gai,” the mystic went on, and that brought surprised expressions from all the onlookers. “Her calling is to avenge Lady Dasslerond and Andur’Blough Inninness, and she cannot involve her people in such a desperate struggle. To-gai is at peace with Honce-the-Bear, but the former leader of To-gai most certainly is not at peace with King Aydrian.”

“You have come to join in our cause?” Midalis asked, and there was no hiding the hopefulness in his tone.

“If you will have us,” the mystic answered.

Prince Midalis looked all around at the nodding heads and the widening smiles. Fine allies, indeed! “Brynn will fight against Aydrian, to punish him for his actions,” the prince reasoned. “Why will Pagonel fight?”

“I fight for my friend, Brynn Dharielle.”

“And why him?” the prince asked, motioning with his chin toward Agradeleous, who had dropped off the ship and was sitting in the water, seeming like some great lizard-headed gull.

Pagonel gave a little laugh as he regarded the wurm. “Agradeleous just likes to fight,” he admitted.

Prince Midalis thought on that for just a moment, then realized that if such was the case, better that the formidable dragon was fighting for him!

The direct line took the undead creature right through Dundalis, and so through Dundalis it walked, that dark night. A handful of men out enjoying some drink and the comfortable summer air saw it coming down the road from the north, and hailed it, thinking it a traveler.

It didn’t answer—it couldn’t, of course—but just kept walking, northwest to southeast, along the road when the road happened to be under its stiff-legged stride, across undergrowth and farms when it was not.

The men hailed it again and moved to intercept.

“Hey there, ye can’no just be walking into town unannounced and all!” one warned.

The undead creature’s pace was not swift, and so the men easily moved before it.

It didn’t slow, didn’t even seem to notice them.

One held out his arm to block, ordering the intruder to stop again.

He got slapped aside, knocked fully ten feet through the air by a single swipe of the powerful creature’s arm.

The others moved to attack, but then the creature moved before the light coming from the hearth of one house, and they got a better look at it.

As one, they fell back in terror, crying out in shock and surprise. There wasn’t a religious man among the group, but more than half made the sign of the Abellican evergreen in that moment of horrible revelation, and every one called out for help from God.

But the zombie wasn’t interested in them. It just kept walking, northwest to southeast, the direct line to the call of its master.

“This is outrageous!” Duke Kalas roared, and he slammed his fist on the table. “Our greatest enemy stands before us, and you would send me and my legions away? What foolishness is this?”

Aydrian stood across the table from Kalas, his chin in one hand. He fought hard to keep the grin off his face, for Kalas was unwittingly playing his part perfectly for the elven audience Aydrian knew lurked just outside the house. He had watched To’el Dallia, his former instructor in Andur’Blough Inninness, very carefully over the last few days, waiting for her to drift toward the new structure near the Kingsmen line, the house that he had obviously constructed as his field throne room, his command center.

Aydrian had also tried his best to monitor the movements of Prince Midalis after the second fall of Pireth Tulme, and he was reasonably certain now that the prince and his fleet were sailing the waters much closer to St.-Mere-Abelle.

In perfect position for the timing of this deception.

“I will not need your thirty thousand to sack St.-Mere-Abelle,” Aydrian replied to the duke. “With my five thousand and the war engines, the abbey will quickly fall. That frees you up to begin the great march, to Palmaris and then to the north and east, to Vanguard itself. Prince Midalis cannot hope to oppose you, wherever he might land.”

“You take too great a risk,” Duke Kalas warned. “St.-Mere-Abelle is formidable beyond your expectations! Never has the abbey fallen in all its long history, and greater forces than yours have arrayed against it.”

“But never a force led by one as potent as I in the use of the gemstones,” Aydrian explained. “Nor as proficient in defeating the monks’ use of the stones. There are no more than seven hundred monks inside of St.-Mere-Abelle at this time.”

“And a like number of peasants, if not more,” Duke Kalas added, and Aydrian shrugged as if that hardly mattered.

“If I can minimize the monks’ gemstone use, we will get through the door, and once that has happened, the monastery will quickly fall,” Aydrian reasoned.

“The monks are well trained in conventional battle,” Kalas warned.

“Some are fine fighters,” De’Unnero agreed. “But most are nominal, at best. King Aydrian and I will find the leadership of St.-Mere-Abelle and decapitate the abbey. Many of the lesser monks will then likely come to see the truth of the new king and the new Church. To do otherwise would be disastrous for them, would it not?”

Duke Kalas continued to shake his head. “Let us overrun the monastery together, in the morning,” he offered. “Once that is done, we can better plan the downfall of Prince Midalis.”

“That has been our error all along,” Aydrian replied. “We have kept our forces too bunched. That is why Midalis has been able to find places at which to strike around our edges. No, it is time to sort our armies into mighty parts. And I am not ready to go against St.-Mere-Abelle quite yet. Even now, I am quietly spying on the brothers within, to learn how best I can exploit their weaknesses. I will destroy the remnants of Fio Bou-raiy’s Abellican Church in one week, I expect, but by then, I would have you storming north of Palmaris with twenty thousand warriors. Your other ten thousand are to be dispatched south and east, with three thousand strengthening the garrison of Entel and the other force to patrol the Mantis Arm and the Broken Coast. I doubt that Midalis will land again in the southland when he learns of your march to crush his home, but if he does, we will be ready to meet him quickly and decisively.”

“My King …” Duke Kalas began to argue, but Aydrian was hearing none of it.

“That is my decision,” he said, ending the debate. “I and my five thousand will be rid of the brothers within St.-Mere-Abelle. Then I will instate Marcalo De’Unnero as the Father Abbot of all the Abellican Church and reposition my warriors as I see fit. I hope to join you in Vanguard, my friend, that I can share in our most glorious victory, but I bid you not to wait for me. Let us be done with this, all of it.”

“Yes, my King,” Duke Kalas replied.

Aydrian nodded and offered a smile, but mostly, he was smiling because he knew that To’el Dallia was likely already on her way to report the momentous happenings.

And the apparent hole in his defenses.

“Your son has erred, and greatly, it would seem,” Prince Midalis said to Pony and the others when Juraviel delivered the startling news of Aydrian’s redeployment the very next day.

“I have heard the details of the way he overran Palmaris,” Captain Al’u’met offered. “I doubt St.-Mere-Abelle will stand against him for long, even with his reduced force.”

“But he has exposed himself, and he alone is the source of opposition to my rule,” Prince Midalis explained.

“Five thousand,” Andacanavar said. “His force is still more than equal to that which you hold at your disposal, and it is headed by the powerful young king.”

“True enough,” said Midalis. “But we have a pair of rangers of our own.” He looked from Andacanavar to Brynn Dharielle. “To say nothing of Jilseponie and the dragon!”

“Forget not the Jhesta Tu who walks beside you, good Prince Midalis,” Brynn added after the mystic had translated the prince’s words to her.

Pagonel bowed to her before relaying her words to Prince Midalis.

“If we sail quickly and land ashore directly opposite the peninsula from St.-Mere-Abelle, we will arrive on the field before Aydrian’s attack,” Prince Midalis reasoned. “How much will our arrival bolster the confidence and effectiveness of Father Abbot Bou-raiy and his minions as they ward the assaults of the warrior king?”

“And if we fail, then all is lost,” Pony pointed out.

“And if we do not take this opportunity, will we ever again be presented with a chance as great?” Prince Midalis replied. “Duke Kalas marches with an army that is far beyond us. If we retreat now and continue to strike at lesser targets, then St.-Mere-Abelle will fall, as will Vanguard. What is then left to us? Are we to sail forever about the coastline, stinging the king? Certainly, he will build another fleet in time, and likely a stronger one; then even the waters of the Mirianic will no longer be a haven.”

The man paused and took a deep breath, then moved right before Pony, placing his hands on her shoulders and locking her gaze with his own. “He has erred,” the prince explained. “He underestimates us and our information gathering. He has left himself vulnerable before the gates of St.-Mere-Abelle. Let us strike at him even as he tries to topple the Abellican Church. If we can defeat him and ki …” He paused again and sighed.

“And kill him,” Pony finished.

“Or capture him,” Prince Midalis added. “Then will Duke Kalas continue to support him? Will any of the nobles? And more importantly, will the people of Honce-the-Bear be so eager to rush to his cause? We have already discussed at length that Aydrian’s greatest advantage in this has been his proximity to Ursal, while I was far away in distant Vanguard. The people didn’t oppose him because they saw no alternative to King Aydrian, and had no way to believe that they could do battle against Duke Kalas and his Allheart Knights. Without Aydrian, his entire false ‘kingdom’ crumbles. I will be accepted as the rightful king of Honce-the-Bear—even Duke Kalas will have no choice but to admit the truth of it.”

“With that many soldiers in his ranks, he might be thinking to make a try for the throne himself,” Bradwarden remarked.

Midalis turned to the centaur, shaking his head. “That is not in the character of Duke Kalas,” he explained. “He is an Allheart Knight, first and foremost. If we defeat Aydrian here and now, the war will be over and the kingdom will be returned to the line of Ursal.”

He stopped and looked around, his expression asking them all for opinions.

“We’ll not find a better chance, then,” Andacanavar said.

“Let us be done with this,” Pony added, eerily echoing the words her son had spoken only the day before.

With Pony’s support, not a word of argument came from any of those present.

Within the hour, the fleet of Prince Midalis was on the move once more, sailing west around the tip of the peninsula that held St.-Mere-Abelle along its eastern arm.

At that same time, Duke Kalas and his army of twenty thousand were fast-marching toward Palmaris. By then, however, Aydrian had let Kalas in on his little secret concerning the Touel’alfar spying.

The duke would move west for three days, then pivot back to the northwest.

For by then, Aydrian would know Prince Midalis’ intent and landing point.

Duke Kalas would close the vise.

Aydrian spent the next days preparing his force for the attack on the abbey. In the nights, however, the young king went out spiritually to check on the movements.

He didn’t bother scouting to the east and south, for the redeployment of the ten thousand to those locations was an honest one, and any spies reporting in would only confirm what To’el Dallia had no doubt relayed to Prince Midalis.

Mostly, the young king scouted about the coast near to St.-Mere-Abelle, and when he found sunstone resistance to his spirit-walking presence in some areas, he had a fair idea of where the prince was heading.

The young king wasted no time in relaying the information to Marcalo De’Unnero, who, in weretiger form, had little trouble in catching up to Duke Kalas’ army with the news.

De’Unnero walked into Kalas’ tent the evening of the second day after Kalas’ departure from Aydrian’s ranks.

Before the break of the next dawn, the duke split his ranks and sent a group to the north, marching them fast for the coast, toward the region where Aydrian was now certain Midalis would land.

Midalis would beat Kalas’ expeditionary force to that spot, but that was the plan. Let the prince and his forces charge across the peninsula to do battle with Aydrian, while Duke Kalas quietly pursued him from behind.

Aydrian knew it, De’Unnero knew it, and Duke Kalas knew it. Once Prince Midalis came ashore and marched away from his boats, he had nowhere left to run and nowhere left to hide.

The great river hardly slowed the progress of the undead creature. Moving unerringly to Aydrian’s call, the zombie walked right into the Masur Delaval. It drew no breath, and so had no air within its form and was not lifted by the water. The currents did drag on it, but they were no match for the strength of the zombie.

Straight was its march.

Straight to Aydrian, its master, who ruled Honce-the-Bear and who ruled the netherworld.


Chapter 44
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Maelstrom

SOMETHING FELT WRONG TO PONY AS SHE CAME ASHORE THAT MIDSUMMER DAY. All of this desperate plan didn’t seem to fit well in her designs for the kingdom of Honce-the-Bear. She had gone out spiritually with the soul stone even as Saudi Jacintha had rounded the peninsula’s tip, and everything she had been able to discern had seemed confirmation of the conclusions of Juraviel’s scouts.

And yet, something just didn’t feel right to her. It was more than her remorse at not being able to run right off to free Roger Lockless, she knew, and she was not the only one feeling this unease. Even Symphony, freed at last from his confinement aboard Saudi Jacintha, snorted and shook his head nervously, and seemed to jump at every touch.

“The great stallion fears this move,” Pony remarked to Bradwarden. “I feel it as well, a sense of dread.”

“I’m not for arguin’ with ye, girl,” the centaur replied. “But I’d be thinkin’ ye were daft if ye weren’t feeling that way. We’re taking a mighty gamble here and puttin’ all our money on the table.”

Pony listened and absorbed the truth of his words. This sortie was different, and more dangerous than anything they had previously attempted. When they had struck at Pireth Tulme and at St. Gwendolyn, even when they had gone to Jacintha to oppose Abbot Olin, they had never moved inland more than a couple of hours’ march from their ships and the safety of the Mirianic. Now, though, they were soon to be hard-marching away from the coast for three long days, opening more than fifty miles of ground between themselves and their boats.

“And now we’re to face him,” Bradwarden remarked a moment later, drawing the woman from her thoughts. “Yer son. Ye’re to go against him directly for the first time since he chased ye from Ursal. That’s got ye afraid, and rightly so.”

“So you believe that we must simply trust in Juraviel’s scouts?” Pony asked.

“I’m thinking that if they’re right, we’ve got ourselfs a better chance now than we might ever be seein’ again. If yer son’s grown too confident and has made a mistake, then we’d be fools not to charge in now.” The centaur gave a little chuckle, looking down at her from his full height, and finished, “How dark’s the world to be if St.-Mere-Abelle falls to him and to De’Unnero?”

His words were true enough, Pony knew, so she simply nodded and swallowed her uneasiness.

Soon after, she was right beside Prince Midalis, Bruinhelde, and Andacanavar, leading the march across the peninsula.

They charged up the coast with a single purpose: to find the place where Prince Midalis had come ashore. Led by Sir Blaxson of the Allhearts, this splinter group of three thousand warriors knew that they would not be a part of the glorious battle that would soon occur at St.-Mere-Abelle. But they knew, too, and to a man, that their mission here was vital to their king’s success. There must be no escape!

Sir Blaxson understood the great risks involved—his force was in many ways in more peril than Aydrian’s own army. Duke Kalas has explained the plans to him, and Sir Blaxson was a seasoned enough warrior to understand that in good part the strategy pivoted on timing and a guess.

Would Prince Midalis really take the bait King Aydrian had offered?

Would the prince come ashore as predicted, and in the time period predicted? For if that was not the case, Sir Blaxson and his soldiers might find themselves face-to-face with Midalis himself, along with an army larger than Blaxson’s own, and one that included Jilseponie Wyndon!

Sir Blaxson had warned his men of the potential battle they faced, and his pride had only multiplied ten times over and more when the warriors under his command had taken up the call of King Aydrian and had pressed on more urgently, double-timing their march throughout the day, from long before the dawn until long after the sunset.

They found their reward on the second day after they had splintered from Duke Kalas, their fifth day away from St.-Mere-Abelle. In a sheltered cove only a short distance up the western shore of the All Saints Peninsula, they found the fleet of Prince Midalis.

Alpinadoran longboats had been drawn up onto the shore, while the greater sailing vessels sat at anchor in the distance.

Nearly three hundred men, hardy Alpinadoran warriors all, guarded the beached boats.

When his scouts returned to report the sighting, Sir Blaxson didn’t hesitate, forming his line.

“Our duty is here and now before us,” he told his men, riding his To-gai pony up and down the length of that line. “The former prince has brought an invader to our fair shores: an Alpinadoran foreigner. A barbaric invader! These northmen know no quarter, no mercy, and no decency. They will kill our people indiscriminately; they will take our women back to their cold wasteland to serve as bed warmers!

“We must turn them now!” Sir Blaxson cried. “We must kill the barbarians and destroy their vessels. Damnation awaits Prince Midalis for bringing these murderers to the fair shores of Honce-the-Bear! And King Aydrian will deliver him to that damnation, alongside all the traitorous rabble who have joined him!”

The warriors cheered his every word, their excitement building, the sense of righteousness overflowing.

“Death to the barbarians who dare come south to spoil our lands, our women, our children!” Sir Blaxson cried, and he turned his pony to the north, drew forth his sword, and pointed the way.

The charge of three thousand warriors flowed over the high bluffs just south of the sheltered cove, descending fast upon the surprised Alpinadoran guards. Kingsmen archers filled the air with deadly missiles. Sir Blaxson sent his infantry down first, the soldiers breaking left and right as they neared the barbarian line, for through the center came the cavalry charge.

To their credit, the Alpinadorans did not break ranks and flee. In concert with their proud heritage, in agreement with the tenets that guided their warrior existence, they took up their weapons and joined in a song to Dane Thorrson, their god of battle. Side by side, they met the attack with a wave of thrown hammers, then with their own muscle.

Against the infantry, the great warriors of the northern lands killed two Bearmen for their every loss, but strong as they were, the Alpinadorans had no answer for the heavy Kingsman and Allheart cavalry. Even to the sides of the devastating cavalry charge, the Alpinadorans were swarmed and brought down, for the army of Sir Blaxson outnumbered them ten to one.

Few of the Alpinadorans fell wounded, for they fought until all life had left their tall, muscular frames. Those wounded few were shown no mercy by Sir Blaxson, nor did a single Alpinadoran ask for such.

They were put to the sword, joining the dead on the blood-soaked beach.

The task was not finished, however, and Sir Blaxson ordered his men to destroy half of the forty longboats. The other half were dragged back into the surf, manned by Bearmen warriors.

Out they went for the anchored, and barely crewed, warships.

A couple, including Saudi Jacintha, raised their sails and headed out. One even managed to begin firing its catapult at the approaching armada, though to no effect.

One by one, the great ships of Honce-the-Bear were reclaimed in the name of King Aydrian.

Watching from the beach, Sir Blaxson puffed his old chest out in pride every time the flag of Ursal was brought down and the bear and tiger of King Aydrian was run up. Those two or three that managed to get away would be of no consequence, he understood. He had served his king and his duke to perfection.

Now Prince Midalis had no retreat.

“Just as Juraviel informed us,” Prince Midalis remarked to the others when they came in sight of the high ground north of St.-Mere-Abelle. There in the distance loomed the unmistakable forms of catapults, and even as they watched, the massive war engines were being turned about.

“It would seem that they have noted our approach,” Pony said.

“They’ll not turn them in time,” Prince Midalis assured her, and he lifted his arm into the air. “Ride on and run on, my warriors!” he cried. “Now is the hour of my ascent!”

Beside him, Bradwarden took up a rousing tune on his pipes. Behind him, Bruinhelde and Andacanavar led the Alpinadorans in a song to Dane Thorrson.

But then they all paused in awe, for before them, a great winged shape loomed up over the distant cliffs and rushed at the artillery emplacement. Bearing Brynn and Pagonel, the dragon soared past the terrified Bearmen, his fiery breath igniting one catapult, his great claws overturning a second.

Bradwarden resumed his song; Bruinhelde began to sing.

On came the prince’s charge.

Few of Aydrian’s men remained to oppose them, with most fleeing to the south and west. A second pass by Agradeleous set yet another catapult ablaze, and this time, with the prince’s army closing fast, Brynn and Pagonel leaped down amidst the terrified and scattering soldiers.

Symphony and Pony were the first to join them, the erstwhile queen wasting no time in flashing off a devastating lightning stroke that splintered the wood of the one remaining catapult. The concussion of the blast dropped a dozen men to the ground; and as one, as they recovered their wits, they threw aside their weapons and begged for mercy.

Pony linked with Brynn and Pagonel, and Agradeleous set down beside them. The devastating group overwhelmed another pocket of defense.

And then Midalis and the hordes were there, tearing through the meager force. The high ground was theirs!

From that vantage point, they could clearly see the northern walls of St.-Mere-Abelle. From that vantage point, they could see the dark swarm of Aydrian’s army, west of the main, western gate. The path to Aydrian was at hand.

But then a very shaken Belli’mar Juraviel stepped as if from nowhere into the midst of the leaders, wagging his head in distress. “We have been deceived,” the elf wailed. “Duke Kalas has turned!”

All heads swung farther to the west, and soon enough they saw the cloud of dust rising into the air, the approach of a great army.

“How is this possible?” Prince Midalis asked the elf. “Why did your scouts not detect …”

“Aydrian,” came the elf’s simple answer. “Aydrian and his gemstones. We have been deceived.”

“We cannot fight them all,” Pony remarked.

“If we turn now, St.-Mere-Abelle is doomed,” the prince replied.

“St.-Mere-Abelle is doomed in any case,” Juraviel noted. “Duke Kalas’ army is huge.”

Prince Midalis looked all around, searching for answers. He seemed to grow more desperate by the moment, but then Pony put her hand on his arm, forcing him to calm himself and to look at her.

“We have nowhere to run,” the woman told him.

Prince Midalis nodded his agreement. “Then let us fight,” he replied, his voice full of determination.

“So it begins,” Aydrian announced, sitting astride his horse before the gates of St.-Mere-Abelle. He turned to a young monk standing beside him. “You have brought the items as I instructed?”

“Yes, my lord,” the man sheepishly replied, and he handed Aydrian a quiver of arrows.

Smiling widely, Aydrian calmly told Marcalo De’Unnero to order the catapults to pound at the door, and to begin the charge for the main gates. Then the young king drew one of the arrows from the quiver and held it up before his eyes, marveling at the small ruby that had been secured to its shaft, just below the arrowhead.

He was still staring at it when De’Unnero returned to his side. “You cannot think to …” the monk began, but Aydrian merely laughed, stopping him.

The young king took out a soul stone and pulled his great bow, the bow of his father, from the side of his saddle, and, with a fluid movement, strung Hawkwing.

“I have not practiced my archery as much as I should have,” he lamented, as the catapults fired and his warriors took up the charge. With a shrug, Aydrian set the ruby-imbued arrow to the bowstring. “Still, I expect that I can place the arrow close enough to the gate towers to cause a bit of discomfort.”

Inside the uppermost open rooms in the gate towers flanking the main door of the great monastery, the brothers of St.-Mere-Abelle responded to the assault with blasts of magical lightning, like blue-white arms reaching down to sting and slam the front ranks of the charging warriors.

In the left-hand tower room, flanking Father Abbot Fio Bou-raiy, Bishop Braumin cheered his brothers on, imploring them to throw every ounce of energy they could muster into their initial blasts. Braumin had seen Aydrian quiet the magical response in Palmaris, after all, and he could only assume that the young king would similarly cover his attackers here.

Father Abbot Bou-raiy also implored the brothers, yelling out to them, reminding them that St.-Mere-Abelle had never fallen and telling them that it would not do so now! From both towers and all along the walls at the front of the monastery came a thunderous response. With gemstones and crossbows, with boiling oil and heavy stones, the brothers and the peasant army fought hard against the crush.

Bishop Braumin did notice the group of figures across the field, watching it all, and he knew that Aydrian and De’Unnero were among them. He took little interest in them, however, for they seemed far out of his magical reach; and so he didn’t even see the young king, still sitting astride his horse, lift his great feather-tipped elven bow and let fly a solitary arrow.

The missile, to any who noticed, seemed like nothing at all, a minor bolt amidst a swarm of carnage. It arced perfectly through the morning sky, descending to the open tower top room on the right-hand side of the battered gate. Nor did any of the monks notice the presence that accompanied that missile, the spirit of Aydrian, moving out of body, retaining his connection with the ruby set in the arrow’s shaft.

The arrow clicked down against the stone, shattering as it hit the ledge of the great open window in the tower.

And then it exploded, a tremendous fireball blasting through the tower room, silencing the magical defenses of the monks in a burst of sudden and terrifying flame.

“By God,” Braumin Herde muttered, stunned by the magical display. The man’s knees went weak beneath him as he heard the screams from across the way, as he saw one man and then another leap out of the tower, flames clinging to every part of their bodies. “By God.”

“Sunstone shields!” Fio Bou-raiy cried desperately, for when he looked across the field, he could see Aydrian lifting his bow yet again. The monks scrambled to produce the proper stones, but they were not in time.

A second arrow came down from on high, arcing into the courtyard behind the gate itself. The ensuing fireball had the peasant force gathered there in defense of the gate screaming and running, many of them with flames leaping from their clothing, their hair, their skin. Even worse for the integrity of the defense, the flames caught on the great beams holding the door, as well.

“Get some serpentine down there!” Fio Bou-raiy cried. “Get some water down there!”

Braumin Herde, his body glowing blue-white now from a serpentine shield he had enacted, fell over Fio Bou-raiy, and worked feverishly to include the man within the shield, even as the third magical fireball went off, this one blasting through the room that contained the leader.

Braumin flew back from the force of the blow, but held stubbornly on to Bou-raiy, even when they crashed against the back wall. Still holding tight, the bishop climbed to his feet and pulled the Father Abbot up with him, then ushered the man from the burning room, down the tower’s spiral staircase, and out of the structure altogether.

“Hold as long as you can, then organize a retreat to the cellars,” he instructed Master Machuso out in the courtyard. “We must make them fight for every inch of ground. We must make them climb over the bodies of their dead comrades every step of the way!”

The old master nodded his agreement and ran off, rallying the brothers and the peasants against the unexpected devastation, making sure that the sunstone shields were being emblazed all across the battle zone. And indeed, the next ruby-set arrow that soared in from across the way crossed into an area of antimagic, where Aydrian’s spirit was repulsed. The fireball did not explode.

“A conventional battle, then,” Master Machuso remarked, and he nodded grimly, certain that he and his brethren could give this enemy all that they could handle with or without magic.

His determination turned to great hope soon after, when cries echoed down from the northern stretches of the monastery wall, heralding the arrival of a second force, led by Prince Midalis.

Aydrian and De’Unnero soon heard the rumors, as well, and soon after that, saw the force of Prince Midalis, charging hard from the north.

“We’ll pivot and move them out from the wall,” De’Unnero reasoned.

“Then Midalis will flee inside the monastery,” Aydrian reasoned. “And that, we do not want.”

De’Unnero started away, but Aydrian reached down and stopped him, grabbing him by the shoulder. “Look there,” the young king explained, motioning toward the west. “Duke Kalas will see to the army of Prince Midalis.”

De’Unnero settled immediately as yet another army made its appearance on the field, charging in hard from the west. Duke Kalas had returned, with a force three times the size of the one Midalis had brought. A quick glance to the north and then back to the west showed the young king and the fierce monk the truth of it. Prince Midalis would not make the gate before Duke Kalas.

“Duke Kalas will have the fight without well in hand,” Aydrian assured the monk. “Come, let us go to the gate and see to the fight within.”

Aydrian had to walk his horse in a zigzag course to avoid the carnage before the gate and walls of St.-Mere-Abelle. He figured that more than a third of his force of five thousand were down, but he didn’t care—for the gate had been weakened, and the defenses were tiring. Connected through his hematite, he could tell that there was some sunstone antimagic about, but it was nothing substantial out here, beyond the gate, and certainly nothing that would inhibit the power of King Aydrian.

Like a wave, his men parted before him, opening a line to the great portal.

Aydrian drew out Tempest and leveled the blade, then sent every bit of his strength into the graphite set within the sword, and a tremendous white bolt of lightning shot forth.

The doors shuddered inward; the great locking beams—weakened by the fires and the press—snapped apart.

The swarm flowed into the courtyard of St.-Mere-Abelle.

“Kill all who will not yield,” Aydrian told his men and, flanked by Sadye and Marcalo De’Unnero, the young king walked his horse into the monastery’s courtyard.

“We’re too late,” Prince Midalis lamented when he saw the approach of the huge army, angling to intercept him.

“Flee or fight?” Bradwarden asked.

Prince Midalis turned a steely eyed gaze the centaur’s way.

“Fight well and die well!” Bradwarden roared, and he took up his pipes.

The men from Vanguard and Alpinador formed into a defensive square about Midalis and Bruinhelde and the other leaders, setting themselves against Kalas’ charge.

An arm of the duke’s army swung around to the north to seal off any retreat, but the prince’s warriors had no intention of fleeing.

As one, the prince and his forces ducked low, as Agradeleous soared above him, Brynn and Pagonel taking the dragon out in a sudden charge. They got near to the opposing army, with Agradeleous even managing to spew forth his breath at one leading group of soldiers, but then such a hail of arrows reached up at them that Brynn was forced to turn her beast about and fly fast away.

“Well disciplined,” Pony remarked to Midalis. “Let us see how they deal with me.” She reached forth her arm and jolted the nearest group of infantry with a blast of lightning, all of the men falling to the ground and jerking about wildly.

“Ride with us!”

Pagonel shouted to Prince Midalis as Brynn brought the dragon down beside him. “We cannot fight our way through the whole of King Aydrian’s army with any hope of stopping him!”

Prince Midalis looked around at the other leaders.

“Go!” Andacanavar shouted at him.

“Be quick!” Bruinhelde agreed. “We’ll give these attackers second thoughts!” The barbarian leader turned to his men, then, and shouted, “Fight well and die well!” And that cry was echoed enthusiastically all along the Alpinadoran line.

Prince Midalis scrambled up behind Pagonel. “Find Aydrian,” he bade the mystic and Brynn.

“I can smell him,” came the growling response from Agradeleous, and the dragon leaped away.

“Neither is our place here,” Belli’mar Juraviel said to Pony and Bradwarden. Even as he spoke, they heard Aydrian’s thunder, and the cries from inside the monastery’s walls. “He has found his way in!” Juraviel shouted. “We must stop him!”

Pony, on Symphony, and Bradwarden moved close to the elf, who lifted his open hand, showing the emerald of Andur’Blough Inninness. “You are ranger first,” he said to Andacanavar.

The big man hesitated and looked nervously to Bruinhelde.

“Go and kill him in battle!” Bruinhelde said without the slightest hesitation. “I’ll die singing your name, mighty Andacanavar!”

A moment later, Belli’mar Juraviel and his four companions took a gigantic step, right past the southern edge of Duke Kalas’ approaching forces, to appear near the broken gate of St.-Mere-Abelle.

They charged immediately for that gate, striking hard at the stragglers of Aydrian’s force. Behind them, they heard the concussion as Duke Kalas’ force collided with the warriors of Vanguard and Alpinador.

Pony tried hard not to hear those cries.

Braumin Herde left Father Abbot Bou-raiy and the others in the great hall of the main keep. The former bishop of Palmaris rushed up the wide stairway and ran along the balcony, then went up again, using a circular stair that would take him to the keep’s highest level, and up again along the same stairs to the flat and defended roof of the structure.

From there, he could see the sweep of Duke Kalas’ forces, locked in ferocious battle with Prince Midalis’ men outside the monastery’s walls. From there, he could see the great dragon, three figures atop it, soaring about the battlefield, apparently battling on Prince Midalis’ side. Braumin Herde had no idea what the fire-breathing beast was all about, or where it had come from, or why it might be allied with the prince, but he was surely thrilled to discern that it was an ally and not an enemy!

Any hope the dragon inspired could not hold for long, though, for Braumin’s gaze was inevitably drawn back within the abbey, where pockets of fighting had erupted in every building and all along the wall. Men were dying by the score, Braumin knew, and there was nothing he could do.

He continued his scan, then froze in place, his gaze settling on a group making its way across the courtyard from the broken gate.

“Who is that?” one younger brother asked of him, following his lead.

Braumin Herde couldn’t get the names of King Aydrian and Marcalo De’Unnero out of his mouth. “Our worst nightmare,” he did manage to whisper.

“What are we to do, master?” the young monk asked, and Braumin glanced over at him, to see several others staring at him for some guidance here.

“Pray, brothers,” he said. “Shoot straight and pray loudly.”

With a deep breath, Braumin steadied his feet under him and headed back for the stairway and back into the keep.

“The rat has retreated to his hole, it would seem,” Aydrian remarked, motioning toward the solid keep across the courtyard and overlooking All Saints Bay.

“Then let us go and kill the creature,” De’Unnero agreed.

Aydrian and Sadye paused then, hearing the pop of bone from their companion. De’Unnero was wearing his monk robe, and so they couldn’t see the details of the transformation. Under the folds of that robe, they did see the movement of his limbs, though, as his legs transformed into those of a mighty tiger.

“I will join with you inside,” De’Unnero explained, and he leaped gracefully away, sprinting across the rest of the courtyard to the base of the keep’s solid wall. With hardly an effort, it seemed, the weretiger leaped straight up, landing lightly on the sill of a second-story window.

With a glance back at Aydrian, De’Unnero slipped inside onto the balcony in the great hall. He moved across to the solid railing and peeked over, looking down upon Fio Bou-raiy, who was seated on the single throne and flanked by several of St.-Mere-Abelle’s masters.

De’Unnero glanced about, noting the statues set in alcoves at the back of the balcony. The railing was high and solid, providing good cover, and the monk figured that he could get to the stairs easily enough without being seen.

Looking at the stairs, or more particularly, at the huge circular window set in the wall above them, did give him pause, though. The morning light streamed through that window, that image of Avelyn’s upraised arm.

Before De’Unnero moved again, he heard the door in the room below crash open, and he knew that King Aydrian had arrived.

It pained Prince Midalis to leave his men. He wanted to stay, with the dragon and the mystic, and the woman with her devastating bow.

And Brynn was nothing short of amazing, up there on Agradeleous, flying cover for the soldiers battling below.

“I smell him!” Agradeleous cried over and over again.

“Then find him!” Pagonel demanded.

With a flap of his leathery wings, Agradeleous lifted higher into the air, then slowly turned about and fell into a dive past the northern edge of the monastery and down over the cliff facing, gathering speed as he went.

Prince Midalis watched the battle until the dragon dove low, the cliffs shutting him off from his warriors, from Liam O’Blythe and Bruinhelde and all the others.

He could still hear their battle cries, however.

He knew that he had to trust.

They plowed through the confusion at the broken gate. If two warriors trained in bi’nelle dasada weren’t enough to scatter Aydrian’s forces clustered there, the sheer strength of Bradwarden and the well-placed arrows of Belli’mar Juraviel surely were.

Pony rolled down from Symphony, falling into place beside the Alpinadoran ranger. As soon as they engaged a group of opponents together, it became apparent that she and Andacanavar couldn’t quite find the level of harmony that the woman had once enjoyed with Elbryan. For the barbarian’s sword dance had been adapted to fit his physical size and strength. When a soldier charged at him, he parried with a horizontal blade and quick-stepped back, typical of the dance. But then Andacanavar slid his back foot to the side and stepped out wide. Halting his progress, he reversed momentum, coming across with a devastating slash of his elven greatsword that laid low his foolishly pursuing opponent.

Andacanavar’s sidelong step left Pony out alone for a moment against two other warriors, but the woman worked her sword quickly and accurately, turning thrust after thrust with apparent ease.

Then Bradwarden stepped up to fill the void left by the Alpinadoran ranger. The centaur stabbed his huge bow out as if it were a spear, just as one of Pony’s opponents broke from her and charged at him. The tip of the bow caught the man just below his breastplate and the centaur drove ahead and up, lifting him right from the ground. Arms and legs flailing, he went tumbling back, and when he finally caught himself and tried to come back in, the centaur had that bow leveled his way, an arrow that seemed more like a heavy spear set on its bowstring!

The man screamed and turned and scrambled past a comrade who was charging in to join the fight.

A slight shift put the arrow in line with this newcomer, and the centaur’s arrow blasted through his metal breastplate, lifting him from his feet and throwing him back and to the ground.

Off to the side, Pony parried and retreated, then came back suddenly as her opponent lifted his sword above his shoulder. Her reversed movement, a brilliant execution of the sword dance, was too quick for her opponent even to register it. His eyes wide with sudden horror, the man could not hope to bring his sword down to deflect the thrust.

Pony struck true, her sword sliding into the Kingsman’s belly, and he fell away, howling and clutching at the wound.

Another man came in fast for Pony’s side, but she turned in time to parry.

He never got that close, though, stopping suddenly and grasping at the small arrow that found his throat.

Pony glanced back over her shoulder and then up, to see Juraviel perched atop one of the huge open doors, bow in hand. The elf offered a wink and a nod.

Even as Pony lowered her gaze somewhat, she saw another man fall away, creased by Andacanavar’s slashing sword; then another fell to the great ranger as he came out of the slash and right into a devastating long thrust.

The four could stand there and defeat any who came against them, Pony understood. But that was hardly the point, and killing soldiers unwittingly serving Aydrian brought her no joy, and no hope.

Glancing across the courtyard, she saw a robed figure rise up in a great leap, as if magically, along the wall of the great keep, and she knew beyond any doubt that it could be only one man.

“Get me there!” the woman cried to Bradwarden and Andacanavar, and when they looked her way, she indicated the base of the wall across the way.

“Elf!” Bradwarden called, but when he looked at the open door, Juraviel was not to be found. “The hard way then!” the centaur roared, and he and Andacanavar flanked Pony and started across. Few of the soldiers wanted to face them, obviously, but in the chaos that was the courtyard of St.-Mere-Abelle, some did indeed find themselves caught before the charge of the trio.

Bradwarden simply ran one down, trampling him to the ground.

Andacanavar leaped past the centaur and felled two others with a great sidelong slash.

And Pony fell in behind the centaur, intercepting the thrusting sword of a man thinking to stab at the creature’s exposed flank. The woman rolled her sword over the attacker’s, then drove it down. Sensing a second attacker coming in at her back, she turned and stepped forward, releasing the sword and snapping her pommel up into the first man’s face, staggering him. Then she called for Bradwarden, and the centaur glanced back, shifted his weight to his front hooves, and double-kicked with his rear legs just as the second man went rushing by.

By the time the centaur’s back legs touched down, Pony had finished the stunned man off and was already moving past him.

Their swath of devastation got them to the wall in short order.

“Help me,” the woman bade them, motioning to the second-story window—

the same window through which she had seen Marcalo De’Unnero disappear.

Andacanavar hoisted her atop Bradwarden’s back, then spun about to join battle with stubborn pursuers.

“Ye ready?” the centaur asked.

“Go!” came the reply, Pony fishing in her pouch for her gemstones. Bradwarden’s buck lifted her into the air, and she caught herself with the magic of the malachite, activating its levitation so that she continued up, up until she had gained the ledge.

She went inside as Juraviel reappeared, fluttering to the ledge to replace her. The elf started to follow her in, but then stopped and turned his attention back to the scene below, where a host of enemies had come suddenly against Bradwarden and Andacanavar.

“Good to have ye back, elf!” the centaur cried as one man, against whom the already-engaged Bradwarden could offer no defense, staggered backward instead of charging in, an arrow sticking out from his forehead.

“Someone has to keep you out of trouble, fool centaur!” Juraviel called back.

“How dare you desecrate this holy place!” Fio Bou-raiy screamed at Aydrian, and the Father Abbot came out of his throne to boldly face the approaching young king even as his fellow Abellicans fell back before the spectacle of the magnificent man.

“Desecrate?” Aydrian echoed. “I am returning St.-Mere-Abelle to its former glory!” He hadn’t even drawn Tempest from its sheath, but had slipped a lodestone into one hand. Rather than targeting any metal on Bou-raiy directly, Aydrian focused instead on a plate set at the top of the throne behind the man.

“How dare you?” Bou-raiy yelled again, and he lifted his hand toward Aydrian, revealing his own lodestone.

Sadye cried out, but she needn’t have worried, for both men let fly their magical stones at the same time.

Despite his anger, which led him to throw more energy into the stone than he had ever before managed, Bou-raiy’s missile clanged against Aydrian’s brilliant breastplate, making little more than a loud ring.

Aydrian’s stone, though, smashed through Bou-raiy’s extended hand, shattering bones and even removing two of his fingers. Then it, too, rang loudly as it smacked against the metal plate on the chair—after blowing a hole through the Father Abbot’s head.

“You cannot defeat me, you cannot deny me,” Aydrian told the stunned masters as Fio Bou-raiy’s lifeless body dropped to the floor.

“Then we shall die, but die in the hopes of salvation!” one of the men cried, and he lifted a stone Aydrian’s way.

“And damnation to you and to the cursed De’Unnero!” another yelled.

“Indeed!” came a shout from the balcony overlooking the room, and all turned to see Marcalo De’Unnero, standing at the rail and smiling widely.

Sadye took up a song to the glory of King Aydrian. De’Unnero started along the rail for the stairs.

And Aydrian snapped Tempest from its sheath, and melted one of the masters with a lightning bolt that shook the ground and stunned them all.

Crouched in the shadows behind one of the statues along the backside of the balcony, Braumin Herde, dagger in hand, came out fast right behind the distracted De’Unnero.

Even as he went to strike, even as Aydrian moved to destroy another of the masters and even as that man and his fellows moved to return the attack upon Aydrian, the great circular window, the image of St. Avelyn’s arm, exploded inward. Black metal twisted and folded, and shards of multicolored glass showered the room, and the image of the upraised arm was replaced by that of a great dragon, wings outstretched!

Despite the explosion and the appearance of the beast, Braumin held his concentration and followed through with his attack, for to him there was no greater monster in all the world than Marcalo De’Unnero. He thought he had his opening, thought he had his kill, the blade stabbing fast for the fierce monk’s kidney, but then De’Unnero’s hand snapped around so suddenly! The superb warrior caught Braumin’s thrusting arm by the wrist and stopped the attack as surely as would a stone wall.

Braumin Herde cried out but pressed on, diving above that block and aiming his free hand for De’Unnero’s head.

But De’Unnero’s free hand came about as the fierce monk pivoted to face Braumin squarely, and he easily turned the punch aside.

Braumin’s thoughts were whirling, for he knew that he was badly overmatched here. Before he could even recognize what was happening, he found himself free of the clench and the press, as De’Unnero fell back.

His first instinct told him to pursue, but Braumin caught himself and tried to retreat instead.

But too late, for De’Unnero had pulled back only that he could set and leap into a spinning circle kick. His tiger’s foot came around behind Braumin’s upraised, blocking arms, and caught the bishop across the face, knocking out more than a few teeth and sending Braumin flying to the side, to crash hard against the wall.

Dazed and stumbling, Braumin would have fallen to the floor, but De’Unnero caught him and held him there with a series of vicious and devastating blows that shattered his ribs and cracked his cheekbone.

All the world rushed away from the bishop as blackness leaped up to swallow him.

A scream from a voice that he knew so well tore De’Unnero from his murderous frenzy. There ran Sadye, up the stairs, bleeding from many cuts, her face locked in an expression of terror.

She cried out for help.

She cried out for Aydrian to save her.

She did not call out for De’Unnero, and that realization froze the monk in place. He watched as a lithe, black-haired woman dropped down from the dragon, followed by a man whom De’Unnero recognized as Prince Midalis himself! Neither paid much heed to Sadye, though, as they charged down the debris-covered stairs.

A third figure remained on the great wurm, holding the beast steady—until there came an explosion that eclipsed even the thunder of the dragon’s unexpected arrival. A bolt of the purest white light reached up at the beast, blinding everyone in the room. Arcs of energy crackled all about the dragon, and the force of the blast blew dragon and rider right back out the shattered window.

De’Unnero recovered his sensibilities and glanced back to ensure that Braumin wasn’t going to be getting up anytime soon. He understood that Aydrian was facing formidable enemies, but still, he would have gone to Sadye and not Aydrian.

If only she had been calling his name!

The monk growled and ran to the railing, taking in the scene. He moved to leap right over, to drop the thirty feet to the floor and rush to Aydrian’s side, but again he was stopped, by yet another familiar voice.

“Brighter would all the world be if Marcalo De’Unnero had died that day in Palmaris,” said Pony.

De’Unnero fell back behind the railing and slowly turned to face his most-hated adversary.

Agradeleous fell from the monastery, twirling weirdly as one wing or another unfolded and caught the updrafts rising along the steep cliff face.

“Agradeleous!” Pagonel screamed in the dragon’s ear. “I need you!”

The dark stones of the cliff rushed past; the dark waters of All Saints Bay reached up at them.

“Awaken!” the mystic ordered. “I need you! The whole world needs you!”

Too many rocks loomed below them, Pagonel knew, and he had no hope that either he or Agradeleous would survive the fall. That was to say if the dragon wasn’t already dead. For the blast of lightning from young Aydrian had been the greatest show of magic, the greatest show of sheer power, Pagonel had ever witnessed.

“Agradeleous!” he cried one last time before they both would have smashed into the surf and the rocks.

The dragon’s leathery wings extended suddenly and the beast arched its back, changing the angle. Pagonel nearly fell as the creature’s plummet became a sudden swoop, Agradeleous soaring out fast across the waters.

“I need you!” Pagonel cried into the wind, but Agradeleous seemed not to hear him.

“My mortal enemy!” the dragon roared. “From time uncounted! The demon awakens!”

Those words surely put the mystic back in his seat. “What do you mean?” he shouted.

“As it was eons ago, when dragon and demon shared the world!” the dragon roared on, still seeming not to hear him.

Pagonel continued to scream at him, and finally, the dragon took note and stopped his bellowing long enough to listen.

“What do you mean?” the mystic demanded. “This young King Aydrian, trained by the Touel’alfar, the human son of Elbryan and Jilseponie—”

“Is more than that!” the dragon interrupted. “He is not man, this young King Aydrian! Not wholly so. It is the beast, the mortal bane of dragonkind!”

Pagonel nearly swooned. He remembered the encounter at the Entel house, when Aydrian and Agradeleous had first seen each other, when both had launched into a primal fury at the mere sight of the other! Could it be true?

“Then back to wage battle!” Pagonel cried.

The dragon roared in protest and replied, “Not I!”

“This beast must be defeated!” the mystic argued.

“I cannot help you,” the dragon admitted. “He is beyond me. He will dominate my thoughts and turn me against you! I cannot resist him!”

Pagonel absorbed the words and tried to find some answer. He heard the continuing battle up and behind him, within the monastery’s wall and without. Men were dying by the dozen, by the score. “Then we must trust in our friends, great Agradeleous,” he finally decided. “Then we find our place in saving the lives of men! Take me now, I beg you, to the north and the battle joined! I need your voice, great wurm!”

The dragon banked hard to the left, soaring around back toward shore, aiming for the sounds of battle echoing along the northern stretches of the great and ancient abbey.

The glass seemed not to have touched Aydrian, as if he were somehow proof against it. Brynn and Prince Midalis sprinted down the stairs to stand before their nemesis, while those few remaining masters cowered and crawled away, bleeding and terrified.

“So much for the word of Brynn Dharielle,” Aydrian said dryly in the elven tongue. “To-gai will not go to war against me?”

“To-gai does not, and will not,” Brynn stated.

“Says their leader as she stands before me, sword drawn!”

“I do not lead To-gai any longer. I have come here in response to your attacks on my other homeland, Aydrian.”

The young king laughed at her. “Do not be a fool,” he said. “Dasslerond is gone, and good riddance to the witch! The world is ours, yours and mine, to rule as we see fit. You would surrender all of that?”

Brynn leveled Flamedancer his way, and, seeing the motion, Prince Midalis drew out his sword as well. “I will stop you,” Brynn promised.

“Yield now and be spared!” Prince Midalis demanded, and Aydrian laughed at him.

Brynn started it with a sudden thrust, stepping forward with all the speed and balance of bi’nelle dasada, her sword going for Aydrian’s armored belly. His parry was easy enough, but Brynn had expected that, and so she retracted and came ahead aggressively yet again, this time stabbing for his face, and this time setting her magical blade aflame.

But Aydrian was thinking far ahead as well, and he ducked and back-stepped, slapping her blade out to the side. He left an apparent opening on his left, one that he knew Midalis would waste no time in exploiting.

But the prince did not understand the enchantment of the lodestones set in Aydrian’s shining breastplate. His sword slashed in for Aydrian’s shoulder, but a wave of magnetism turned it and Midalis hit nothing but air.

Aydrian’s sword arm snapped across, cutting at the prince’s forearm, and only Midalis’ fine training allowed him to keep his moving arm far enough ahead of that blade to prevent a deep and debilitating cut.

Aydrian didn’t follow through anyway, for Brynn remained on the offensive. The young king started bringing his sword back to face her, but turned it tip down and fired off a lightning bolt into the floor that staggered them all for a second and allowed him a breather.

Only then did Aydrian realize how greatly his attack on the dragon had taxed him. He had thrown every bit of himself into that lightning bolt, even beyond a rational level. His hatred of the beast had come from somewhere deeper, somewhere more primal.

He was not too concerned, though, for he knew that his magical energy would soon return, and he held all confidence that he could defeat these two even without the aid of the gemstones.

He parried Brynn’s next attack, rolling his blade over hers expertly, and was about to counter when he sensed that stubborn Midalis coming in again at his side.

A quick turn and a riposte had the prince staggering backward.

Aydrian couldn’t suppress a smile, for he could already feel his magical energies replenishing, could already feel the tug of the graphite and the ruby set in Tempest’s hilt.

Time worked on his side.

Men screamed and died all about it, but the creature didn’t notice. Singular in purpose, it walked across the field outside of St.-Mere-Abelle, oblivious to the vicious battle raging, oblivious to the war cries and charge of the Alpinadorans, stubbornly pushing back Duke Kalas’ flank. Oblivious to the charge of the Allheart Brigade, which cut prince Midalis’ force into two separate groups.

The zombie moved to the gates, to the call of its master.

Nothing else mattered.

Not the arguing below, nor the first sounds of battle, not even the arrival and ejection of the great dragon, could turn Pony’s attention from this man standing before her, this man who had killed her beloved Elbryan, this man who had ever been her most hated enemy. She could see De’Unnero’s arm transforming into a tiger’s paw as he calmly stalked toward her, seeming as focused as she in their mutual hatred.

She lifted her left hand. “Go sleep with the demons,” she said.

De’Unnero didn’t leap aside, didn’t turn away, didn’t move to respond.

Pony hit him with a blast of magical lightning, one that burned a hole in his robe and staggered him back several steps. But on he came again, stubbornly, too full of hatred even to care.

She hit him with another blast, but a lesser one, and then they were into it, claw against sword, bi’nelle dasada against the man’s years of training in the Abellican fighting arts. He was quicker than she, and stronger than she, but the woman managed to keep him at bay with her longer weapon.

She saw an opening and stabbed ahead, but De’Unnero was gone. Simply gone, propelled away by a twitch of his powerful feline legs.

Pony spun and slashed, and when her sword again hit nothing, she sent out a stunning wave of lightning magic, emanating in all directions from her form. She heard a gasp and whirled about, meeting De’Unnero’s charge with a slash of her sword that scored a hit on his forearm even as his claw painfully tore at her wrist above the pommel.

The monk retreated, as did Pony, and then De’Unnero leaped ahead suddenly.

Pony fended with a series of sudden and vicious cuts, but again she was forced to retreat, and then again as De’Unnero stubbornly rushed right back at her.

He wasn’t trying to score a hit on that next attack, she understood, but rather, was backing her up dangerously close to the wide stairway. Mobility was her advantage against the ferocity of the monk, and he was trying to take that away.

Pony hit him with another lightning bolt, and this one seemed to catch him off guard and stagger him just a bit.

But as much as she wanted to, Pony couldn’t exploit that moment of opportunity, for another form appeared at her side, rushing up the stairs and brandishing a sword that she knew all too well.

“Good fortune is mine,” the woman muttered under her breath and she swung about to deflect Sadye’s awkward attack. She stepped right past the turned blades, right up before the bard, and backhandedly slapped her across the face, and then hit her again. She grabbed the woman’s extended arm and turned under it, spinning about and dragging Sadye before her as a shield.

That movement stopped the stubborn De’Unnero in his tracks, and put an expression on his face that Pony hardly recognized. Sadness? Confusion? Surely it was nothing she had ever before seen on the face of the fierce and unrepentant monk.

Pony pushed aside her own surprise and tugged down hard on Sadye’s pinned sword arm, twisting it so that she could pull Defender free of the woman’s weakened grasp. Even as she executed the transfer, Pony raised one foot to the small of the woman’s back and kicked ahead, sending her flying for the floor at De’Unnero’s feet. Sadye gave a cry as De’Unnero caught her, and started to reach out as if to embrace him. But with a half twist, the monk callously sent the bard sliding away behind him.

On came De’Unnero again, but now Pony possessed a much finer blade. Her riposte came quicker, and she even scored a slight hit as she backed the monk away several steps.

“By God, what hellish enemies have come against us?” one of the brothers of St.-Mere-Abelle cried when he ran along the courtyard beside some of his brethren, a group led by Master Viscenti.

They all paused and looked to the base of the keep, where Bradwarden and Andacanavar were battling mightily against a host of attackers.

“No enemies!” a jubilant Viscenti cried. “Get to them, my friends! Behold, hope has arrived within our walls!” He looked up from the battling duo and saw another familiar form, crouched in the window, his small bow raining arrows on those who opposed Bradwarden and the great Alpinadoran.

And as they made their way to join the warrior, Viscenti saw yet another familiar figure, a magnificent horse trotting about the grounds, riderless. The last time he had seen Symphony, King Aydrian had been riding the steed. Was it possible that Aydrian had been taken down?

“Well met, little one!” Bradwarden cried when the monks finally got there, adding crossbows and a bit of magic to the effectiveness of the already-devastating duo. “We’ll chase them all back, we will!”

“Good Bradwarden …” Viscenti started to reply, but the words were lost in the din of a tremendous cry, a voice greater than anything any of them had ever before heard.

“STAY YOUR WEAPON HANDS!” Agradeleous roared as Pagonel took him soaring across the breadth of the courtyard. “WHAT WORTH DYING FOR AYDRIAN OR FOR MIDALIS, WHEN THEY ALONE WILL DETERMINE WHICH LEAVES AS KING? THEY ARE JOINED NOW IN MORTAL COMBAT, AND ONLY ONE WILL EMERGE. STAY YOUR WEAPON HANDS, GOOD PEOPLE. ALLOW THOSE TWO TO DETERMINE WHICH IS KING!”

The beast flew overhead and continued its cry, but pointedly banked away from the tower and flew out to the north, where the fighting raged.

The fighting did calm somewhat, though whether that had anything to do with the actual words of Agradeleous, or simply because so many had dived aside and cowered at the mere sight of the great beast, none could tell.

Aydrian continued the rhythm of the battle quite easily, and felt his magical energies rejuvenating. He parried Brynn’s next thrust and brought his sword flashing across to intercept Midalis’ slash, and even managed to stab back the other way, piercing the side of an Abellican master who was trying to slip away. The man fell with a groan, and Aydrian spun right back, to parry once and then again, as Brynn pressed the attack.

Aydrian wondered which of his opponents he should destroy with his lightning. Midalis, he supposed, for he held hope that Brynn could be brought over to his side. He started to reach into the graphite set in Tempest’s pommel.

But a distraction came to him, a sensation, a call from the netherworld that he could not ignore. Initial surprise and even fear fast gave way to an almost giddy sense of superiority as he recognized the source of that call, as he turned toward the door to see his latest creation of magic walk into the room.

“You have come in with rangers at your side, Prince Midalis,” he said. “I salute you in your wisdom of acquiring both my mother and Brynn Dharielle!”

“And Andacanavar, fool Aydrian,” Midalis retorted. “Surely you have heard the name!”

“Then all the rangers of all the world are gathered here!” Aydrian replied excitedly. “What a wondrous sight! Three for Midalis, for I offer my mother that title, and two for Aydrian!”

“Two?” Brynn asked, and she paused in her attacks and skittered back.

Aydrian spun aside, moving around the back of the blood- and brain-spattered throne, thus changing the angle of battle so that all three turned sidelong to the door, so positioned that all could witness the entrance of the zombie Elbryan.

“What have you done?” Brynn gasped.

Aydrian held up a soul stone and fell into it, bringing forth the energies of the netherworld, and all the room was bathed in shadow, a blackish blue glow that emanated from his hand. That nether energy reached out from Aydrian to the ragged zombie, and the creature stood straighter suddenly, and moved less stiffly, and its wounds seemed to heal, as if the body had begun recomposing itself.

A moment later, the creature seemed not a rotting zombie, but Elbryan again, except that his features were all gray and dark.

“Behold Elbryan, the Nightbird!” Aydrian cried. “Welcome, my father,” he said to the specter, and he casually tossed Tempest to his ally and motioned at Brynn, as he ordered, “Destroy her.”

Before Brynn or Midalis could begin to ask, the specter of Elbryan launched himself in perfect balance across the way, attacking Brynn with such ferocity and cunning strikes that she had to fall back in full defense.

Aydrian turned on Midalis. “King to king, then,” he said, and he pulled Hawkwing from off his back and held the unstrung bow before him as a staff. “Honce-the-Bear is mine, fool Ursal. The time of your line is at its end.”

Prince Midalis gave a desperate cry and came on hard.

Those bluish black shadows reached up to the balcony as well, bathing Pony and De’Unnero in their strange and unearthly haze.

Then came the declaration of Aydrian, and both combatants worked toward the balcony, then broke off from combat long enough to view the specter of Elbryan.

“Aydrian,” De’Unnero muttered beneath his breath, hardly believing the recklessness of the young king.

But when the worried monk turned back to regard Pony, he understood. All along, Aydrian had insisted that Jilseponie was no real threat to him, and that he knew how to take the strength from her. Now, looking at her bloodless face, her mouth hanging open as if she had forcibly to gasp simply to draw breath, the monk surely understood.

De’Unnero laughed at the woman. “He has the power over death itself,” he said, and he began a cautious stalk at the horrified and paralyzed Pony. She seemed so old to De’Unnero suddenly, so weak and even pitiful. “Perhaps one day your magnificent son will retrieve your rotting corpse from the cold ground to do his bidding.”

De’Unnero stalked in, and Pony just fell back against the wall—Defender’s tip pointing down—not even assuming any semblance of defense. To De’Unnero, it was almost disappointingly easy.

Agradeleous’ cry for a halt in the fighting had less obvious effect on the battle raging outside of St.-Mere-Abelle’s wall. Outnumbered, but full of their battle lust, the Alpinadorans brought fire into the hearts of Prince Midalis’ forces. And Duke Kalas and his Allhearts were not to be outdone!

The skilled Kingsmen archers did not run and cower, but turned their great bows skyward and sent stinging volleys at the dragon and its rider.

Pagonel, an arrow in his shoulder and another in his thigh, knew that he had to take a different tack. He guided Agradeleous down fast for the center of the fighting, where Duke Kalas and the Allhearts had joined in battle with Bruinhelde and the Alpinadorans. Roaring all the way, Agradeleous skidded down, tearing up the field.

Pagonel jumped from the dragon’s shoulder, falling into a roll and then coming out of it in a great leap at Duke Kalas himself. The Allheart couldn’t begin to get his sword in line to intercept the unexpected human missile, and could only grab on as Pagonel impacted, the momentum taking them both off the back of the horse to crash to the ground.

“Dragon!” the mystic yelled, and Agradeleous roared out the call for a cessation of battle yet again.

Pagonel had Kalas dead, and Kalas knew it, but the mystic leaped back up, and pulled the stunned nobleman up beside him. “There is no need to continue,” he explained. “One will emerge, and he will rule the land!”

“They come to our shore unbidden!” the duke protested, pointing across at Bruinhelde and his companions, but even as he spoke the words, it was obvious that Duke Kalas did not really believe them.

“There is no need!” Pagonel shouted, spinning about to face Bruinhelde, and then Liam O’Blythe, who led the Vanguardsmen. “Put up your weapons, I beg. Let no more blood be spilled this day.”

Beyond the immediate area, the fighting continued, of course, and even about the dragon and the mystic, the truce, if it was one, seemed a tenuous thing at best. But the battle had indeed diminished somewhat—both without and within the monastery’s walls—and that brought a sense of gratitude and calm to Pagonel, that he had done some good, at least.

She had heard many stories of the great Nightbird in her time with the Touel’alfar, of course, but Brynn could hardly believe the creature’s proficiency with the blade. He countered her every attempted thrust easily and efficiently, either gliding back just barely out of reach or shifting Tempest ever so slightly to slide Flamedancer harmlessly wide. Similarly, his own attacks came fast and precise, forcing from Brynn every bit of her energy and expertise. Even then, even fighting as well as she knew that she possibly could, she understood at once that she was no match for this legendary ranger. He was too fast and too skilled—as good with the blade as Aydrian, if not better.

But she fought on anyway, with all her heart and all her skill, and tried not to consider the possibility that even if she somehow managed to get her blade past the seemingly impregnable defenses, it might not harm the otherworldly being!

Across the one-step dais that held the throne, Aydrian was similarly overmatching Prince Midalis. He changed his fighting style now to accommodate a staff instead of a sword: feet wide and balanced and hands set wide on the hard silverelenhanced wood of Hawkwing, Aydrian’s movements became more animated, with broader sweeps and sudden turns that sent the staff into an over-and-under spin, side to side and back and forth.

In light of that continual dizzying display, Midalis was backing before he began any offensive move, and found himself ducking in anticipation of strikes that never came forth.

He thought he saw an opening at last, and gave a cry and charged ahead, but Aydrian laughed at him, easily sidestepped him, and cracked Hawkwing hard across his back as he lumbered past.

Two against two, Midalis and Brynn had no chance.

But then, suddenly, it became four against two, as a roaring Andacanavar and a charging Bradwarden entered the fray!

It was the moment of his greatest satisfaction, the moment in which he would at last be rid of the witch, Jilseponie.

De’Unnero hardly felt the first sting in the back of his neck, but as he reached up instinctively with the hand that was still human, a second arrow stabbed him hard. Furious, the monk whirled, to see a diminutive figure perched on the window ledge, launching yet another stinging bolt his way.

Tiger legs vaulted De’Unnero forward in a sudden rush, and Juraviel simply threw his bow at the wild creature. The elf knew that he couldn’t get back outside quickly enough, knew that De’Unnero had him caught side to side, as well. So he took the only possible route open to him by leaping straight ahead and to the floor instead, even as De’Unnero’s tiger paw swept furiously at the ledge.

Through the monk’s legs went the elf, scrambling and crawling furiously for the frozen Jilseponie.

“Pony!” he cried. “Pony! Now is not the time for weakness! Now is not the time for frailty! Pony!”

His last call came out as a gasp as the tiger’s paw swept across, smashing him on the side of the head, sending him spinning across the floor to slam hard into the base of the balcony, where he lay very still.

If the words had not gotten through to the horrified Pony, the sight of her friend being knocked away surely did. Even as De’Unnero rose over her once more, she struck hard with her graphite, lifting him backward with a lightning bolt.

She hit him with another one as she stood straight. Growling ferally, the woman hit him yet again, staggering him.

Defender came up in a flash and Pony threw off all the bonds of fear and uncertainty. She led her charge with yet another lightning bolt, though its intensity was somewhat diminished.

And then she was in close to De’Unnero, stabbing, stabbing and slashing furiously, driving him back, anticipating his every move and beating him to the point.

For De’Unnero, the stunning reversal had him back on his paws. This was not Queen Jilseponie, the aging and weakening widow of dead King Danube. This was not the broken woman who had crawled out of Ursal.

No, this was Pony, the wife of Elbryan, the same Pony who had defeated De’Unnero in Palmaris’ square those many years ago, the same young and strong Pony trained and adept in the gemstones and in the elven sword dance.

The appearance of Elbryan had done this to her, had transformed her into a creature of pure outrage.

De’Unnero understood at once how badly young Aydrian had miscalculated.

Even when Andacanavar joined in beside Midalis, the two of them coordinating their attacks brilliantly and in perfect harmony, Aydrian found that he could more than hold his own. Something inside of him surfaced, some primordial, instinctual response that had him flashing Hawkwing all about magnificently, that had him turning and dodging, ducking a great slash of Andacanavar’s huge sword and skipping back deftly from Midalis’ sudden thrust.

And all the while, he countered with Hawkwing, sliding his hands down low on one end to swing it like a club, or moving the lead hand up suddenly and thrusting forward.

On one such thrust, Aydrian stopped suddenly, slid his hand back, and pivoted about, launching a wide and strong swing that had Midalis caught flat-footed. The prince gave a cry and fell away, but got clipped on the shoulder and had to tumble down, his sword skidding from his grasp.

Aydrian didn’t pursue, but turned fast on Andacanavar.

“Your time is past, old man,” he said, and he went in hard.

The barbarian started a sidelong slash, but stopped cunningly and reversed his strength, stabbing straight ahead instead.

But Aydrian was already gone, spinning to the side around the blade. He brought Hawkwing across hard, smashing the man’s elbows, then retracted and slid his hands apart, stabbing the man hard in the side.

The barbarian ranger’s backhand slash almost had Aydrian then, but he went down low and moved across under the slashing blade. Hawkwing took Andacanavar on the inside of the knee, driving his leg out wide and stealing his balance.

Aydrian reversed and stabbed up with the staff, catching the ranger in the groin and lifting him up on his toes. Andacanavar roared and punched down hard, but Aydrian was already moving, diving forward between his legs.

As soon as the young king got his feet under him, he cut back the other way, rushing back behind Andacanavar as the barbarian turned about, his great sword leading.

Now one clean step ahead of his opponent, Aydrian brought Hawkwing across with all his strength, and heard the crunch of bone as the hard wood connected on Andacanavar’s skull.

The barbarian spun, and continued spinning, all the way to the floor, blood spilling from his ears.

Figuring the man already dead, Aydrian went in anyway, but had to pull up short and spin back at the attacking Midalis. The prince, off balance, his sword not even securely back in his grasp, stumbled by and took a solid hit.

Midalis tried to turn as he hit the floor, but Aydrian was there, his leg solidly placed to hold the prince awkwardly, and helpless.

Prince Midalis looked up to realize his doom, the specter of Aydrian, Hawkwing high before him.

And so it ends, Midalis thought.

Across the way, Elbryan’s swordplay with Brynn took on a new dimension as Bradwarden joined the fray, the ferocious and powerful centaur sweeping his heavy club to and fro with wild abandon.

“We’ll get this one, lassie!” the centaur promised. His club went past the retreating specter, who then reversed his footing and charged in through the opening.

But then Brynn was there, intercepting Elbryan’s sword and forcing him to back away quickly as Bradwarden’s backhand nearly caught up to him.

“Ah, but we’re a fine team!” the centaur roared, although Brynn, of course, couldn’t understand a word of what he was saying.

With his typical lack of finesse, Bradwarden leaped ahead and gave a roar, and Elbryan came forward as well, spinning to the side.

Bradwarden tried to turn to keep up with the quick ranger, but his hooves skidded on the blood-slicked floor. He tried to scramble to hold his balance, but futilely, and his back legs went out from under him and down he went.

“I breaked me leg!” he howled soon after the snap of bone echoed through the room, and then another equine form came charging through, inadvertently clipping the centaur and sending him skidding and spinning away.

That charging horse staggered Elbryan and Brynn back, as well, cutting directly between them. The reprieve didn’t last for long for the Dragon of To-gai, though, for the specter of Nightbird was right back at her, pressing his attack even more furiously.

Determined to face death boldly, Prince Midalis glared up at young Aydrian. “Never will you be king,” he said.

Aydrian brought Hawkwing down.

Or started to, until Symphony charged into him, knocking him to the floor.

Prince Midalis recovered his wits quickly and went for his sword. Aydrian, too, rolled right back to his feet. He held his hematite out toward the great stallion even as Symphony started to turn to charge again, and sent a wave of dominating willpower at the horse, filtering it through the magical turquoise set in Symphony’s breast.

Aydrian found that he couldn’t so easily dominate Symphony as he once had, but he had the beast stalled, at least, kicking and bucking and throwing its head in protest.

Aydrian was ready for Midalis as the man stubbornly came at him again. He blocked a pair of weak attacks, and thrust his staff hard into the prince’s belly, taking his breath and sending him stumbling backward, clutching at his midsection.

“It would have been so much easier and cleaner if the horse hadn’t come in,” Aydrian remarked, and he stalked in for the kill.

In her rage, it was as if the energy of her youth had returned in full. Pony fought with fury, stabbing Defender all about De’Unnero to keep him off balance and constantly backing. Every time the monk tried to counter, Defender was there, stabbing hard and forcing him aside, and, every so often, Pony hit him with a lightning bolt, a minor sting to be sure. But these nicks and stings were starting to take their toll on the battered De’Unnero.

And so he gathered up his strength and came at her hard and desperately, knowing that time was not on his side.

But Pony knew that, too, so she was not taken by surprise as De’Unnero leaped forward over her extended sword, pouncing for her head.

She smashed him with a lightning bolt, the force of it catching him in his descent and holding him aloft for just a moment—long enough for the woman to bring her sword above her!

Defender slid in under the descending monk’s ribs, up into a lung.

Pony spun out from under him, guiding him to the side with her blade. She pulled the sword free as De’Unnero tumbled down, and stabbed him again and again, gashing his arms, human hand and tiger paw, as he tried to fend her, stabbing his leg hard as he tried to scramble away.

He tried to come up, suddenly, reversing direction, but the infuriated woman was ready for him again, bringing Defender down in a hard slash that tore through skin and smashed the monk’s collarbone. As his arm went weak under him, De’Unnero lost his balance and fell down flat on his back.

Gasping for breath, he stared up at the victorious Pony.

“And you think those wounds will heal,” she said, and she batted his one blocking arm aside and fell over him, thrusting her hand right into the monk’s deepest wound.

De’Unnero gasped again, his mouth twisting in a silent question.

“Do you feel it?” Pony asked him, and she drove her hand in harder. “Do you feel that stone, Marcalo De’Unnero?”

She sent her energy into the stone she held inside the monk’s body.

A sunstone.

Pony felt the resistance of the healing magic that had sustained De’Unnero in health and youth for so many years, the magic that had allowed him to recover from the mortal wounds she had inflicted upon him in their fight in Palmaris those years before.

De’Unnero’s one working arm, his human arm, snapped up and grabbed her by the wrist.

“This time you are dead, Marcalo De’Unnero,” the woman promised, and she growled and drove on, the sunstone antimagic pushing through the monk’s healing magical shield.

As if resigned to the truth of her words, De’Unnero let go of her and settled back.

As if somehow pleased by this final ending, the monk looked up at her, his face showing acceptance. He looked her in the eye, nodded, and slumped back.

Pony knew that she couldn’t stop there. She spun about, to see Juraviel crumpled against the wall, and Braumin lying on the floor, weeping and curled, and clutching at his many wounds.

She heard the fighting down below, and knew that she had to press on. She moved to the stairs, past the sobbing Sadye, and looked down upon the spectacle—down upon her lost husband, Elbryan, brought forth by the abomination that was her son.

There were still pockets of fighting on the field, and some of it was ferocious, but at the center of the lines, where Bruinhelde and Liam faced off against Duke Kalas himself, all had gone quiet. The dragon stood between the forces, eyeing the Alpinadoran warriors and Vanguardsmen almost as hungrily as he regarded Duke Kalas and his Allhearts.

“There is no need of this,” Pagonel continued to insist. “Prince Midalis has joined in battle with Aydrian even now. How many must die?”

“And of what intent are you, should Aydrian emerge from that conflict?” Duke Kalas shouted at the opposing leaders, particularly at great Bruinhelde.

“My warriors have come as Prince Midalis’ allies,” the proud northman replied. “But if the battle is settled within, then our time here is ended.”

“Tell them all to stop,” Pagonel shouted to the leaders. “I beg of you to save as many brave men as you can this terrible day!”

Duke Kalas stared at him hard for a few moments, then turned to his leaders. “Tell them to stand down!”

“My lord!” came a protest, but Kalas cut the man short by turning away and holding up a hand.

“If you have deceived me, then know that none of Prince Midalis’ followers will leave this field alive,” he warned the mystic.

Pagonel more than matched that stare.

Right beside him, Agradeleous lowered his head and gave a low growl, smoke issuing forth from his nostrils.

She started down the staircase, but Pony knew that she could not get to Brynn in time. With Bradwarden out of the fighting, Elbryan was dominating the ranger of To-gai. Tempest slapped once, twice, thrice against Flamedancer, pushing it out to the side, and when Brynn tried to bring it to bear, thinking the specter would take the opening and charge, Elbryan fooled her completely by stepping back instead.

As Flamedancer came across, Elbryan worked Tempest over, down, and then under and up, wrapping the blade and powerfully throwing it out to the side, right from Brynn’s grasp.

The woman cried out and charged ahead, knowing that she had to get inside the specter’s deadly blade. But Elbryan hardly hesitated, hitting her with a left hook that shattered her nose and sent her staggering to the side and to the floor.

“Elbryan!” Pony yelled, coming down more quickly.

The specter turned to regard her, and a light flared in its eyes as it came to recognize the woman. Abandoning the fallen Brynn, Elbryan stalked ahead for Pony, brandishing Tempest.

Pony knew that she couldn’t possibly match this man, Nightbird, blade against blade. Even in life, those years ago, she was not his equal, but now …

She went at him in a different manner, falling into her soul stone and sending her magical energy at his spirit with all her strength.

She closed her physical eyes, but watched the approach of his shadowy form, and she knew that she was slowing him, at least.

The woman plowed on, throwing all of her strength at the specter, denying his existence, damning him back to the netherworld. But on he came, and she knew that Aydrian had brought him forth too fully for any hope of dismissing him! She could not deny the strength of the creature, nor could she match it, physically or spiritually!

On impulse, the desperate woman changed her tactics. Instead of fighting against Elbryan, she accepted him, with all of her heart. She searched that shadowy spirit, seeking a spark of light in the darkness.

She felt cold as he came over her, felt the hard stairs against her back, though she didn’t even know that she had fallen.

Pony opened her eyes and looked up at the man, his face twisted in rage, Tempest’s tip in close to her exposed throat.

“Elbryan,” she said softly. “My love.”

Tempest began to tremble; Pony sensed a struggle within the creature.

“Fight it,” she implored him, and she fell deeper into the hematite and stepped from her body, as if to hug her lover spiritually. You must resist the call of Aydrian! she telepathically imparted. Elbryan, my love! Remember all that you were, all that we were. You know me.

Tempest began to edge away, and when Pony opened her physical eyes once more, she nearly swooned. For the specter’s dark features lightened; its skin shed the gray hue and seemed to come alive! The light of life was coming back to him, undeniably so! Pony looked into Elbryan’s eyes, those dazzling green eyes that had so enthralled her from the time she was old enough to appreciate the differences between men and women.

Elbryan pulled back his sword suddenly, instead extending his hand, and Pony took it gladly.

“We have to stop our son,” she explained as Elbryan reached up and tenderly stroked her cheek.

“What have you done?” came a shout from below, and the pair turned to see Aydrian standing by the throne. Prince Midalis, battered and bloody, crawled on the floor behind him, seeming senseless.

“What have you done?” Pony shouted back.

Aydrian closed his eyes and reached out to Elbryan’s hand through the lodestones set in his breastplate, and the ranger, still unsettled and confused, had Tempest torn from his grasp, the sword flying across the way, where Aydrian neatly caught it. “You see?” he boasted. “Nothing is beyond me!” He leveled the deadly sword their way.

Pony desperately reached for her pouch, for her sunstone, but realized that she had left it above, with De’Unnero.

“Now you die!” Aydrian promised, and he sent his great strength into the graphite.

But a flaming sword flashed before him, smacking against his blade, turning it aside, and the tremendous lightning bolt split the marble of the floor and ricocheted about the room.

“The second shadow in the mirror!” Elbryan cried to Pony. “He is as Markwart once was!” He grabbed her hand, then, clutching the hematite with her, and together they went through the gemstone portal, throwing themselves at Aydrian in the realm of the spirit even as Brynn battled him physically.

But the duality that was Aydrian was more than up to the challenge, his sword parrying and countering Brynn’s attacks even as the darkness within him fended the spiritual assault of both his parents. Pony went at him physically, then, as well, and the three blades rang so quickly and loudly that it seemed like one long toll of a bell.

Pony tried to stay with Elbryan as well, in that darker realm, but there was no break in the darkness that surrounded Aydrian, no opening for them to reach out to their lost son. Indeed, it was as Elbryan had said, so much like their battle with Markwart, but this time, the darkness seemed even more complete.

They made no headway, with sword or with spirit, and gradually, it was the trio who began to tire, and not Aydrian. Tempest rang out with fury—Aydrian even managed a lightning blast that sent Brynn flying backward and to the floor, though she recovered quickly and rushed back in before the young king could gain an edge on Pony.

Brynn pressed on with Flamedancer, Pony wielded Defender magnificently, and Elbryan, so familiar with that other shadow in the mirror, attacked the young king with all his spiritual sensibilities.

But they were battling a fortress that had no weaknesses, a foe who remained ahead of them every step of the way. A foe who did not tire.

They could not win.

Up on the balcony, the battered Sadye, sobbing and limping badly, slid past De’Unnero and Juraviel, struggling for the stairs. She looked down on the titanic battle and cried out to Aydrian.

“Win, my love!” she called. “Kill them all! Aydrian! Oh, my love!”

Behind her, Marcalo De’Unnero heard her words. Aydrian. Her love.

The monk’s eyes snapped open.

Defender and Flamedancer came in side by side, angled so that Aydrian couldn’t possibly parry both.

But he did, with a sudden snap and twist of Tempest, and he even managed a slight thrust that backed Pony up a step. The young king spun out of the clench and went at Brynn, driving her sword up and to the side.

She turned a complete circuit in response, bringing Flamedancer back around, but Tempest was already there, ringing so hard against her blade that her arm went numb.

Pony came back in hard, just in time to save her, but again Aydrian had little trouble in pushing Defender aside and countering the woman’s strikes.

And behind Pony, Elbryan’s continuing efforts did little against the wall of darkness that encompassed Aydrian.

Then they all heard Sadye’s call, and all but Elbryan glanced back at the stairs to see the battered woman stumbling down, to see a form rush up behind her.

To see Sadye stiffen and arch her back as a sword plunged through her body.

Sadye looked down, confused, her eyes wide with shock. And then she fell, facefirst, tumbling down the stairs, the sword, Pony’s discarded sword, still stuck through her.

Standing behind her, his life finally fleeing his corporeal coil, Marcalo De’Unnero tumbled after.

Despite himself, Aydrian could not suppress a cry. And in that moment of pain and shock, in that moment of very human loss, there shone a bright seam in the dark shroud that engulfed his spirit.

Elbryan rushed for the light; Pony felt her lover’s spiritual tug and joined him, embracing the light, embracing their son. They called to him and pleaded with him. They offered him the love that only parents might know for their child.

They heard the sneer from within the monster, heard the denial all too clearly.

But they felt, too, the warmth that was within Aydrian, buried so far away by this demonic creature that had somehow found its way into his very being.

And so they grabbed at the light that was not the demon, the light that was the humanity of Aydrian.

Outside that spiritual realm, Brynn saw the young king freeze suddenly, his eyes wide in confusion.

She didn’t hesitate, charging right up to him and plunging Flamedancer deep into his chest.


Chapter 45
 [image: ]

Denial

PONY AND ELBRYAN HELD ON TO THAT SPARK OF LIGHT AS THE DARK SHROUD DISSIPATED. But their joy at seeing their son freed of the demon’s grasp was short-lived, for almost immediately, Aydrian’s life force began to dissipate as well, sliding down, down to the realm of death.

Pony had felt this loss before, when Elbryan had fallen before the demon within Markwart. She recognized it for what it was, and when she popped open her eyes in horror, she saw Aydrian lying on the floor, his chest gashed with a wound that was surely mortal.

“No!” the woman cried and she fell back into her hematite even as she physically collapsed over her dying son. “No!”

Pony cried for Elbryan to join her, and charged along the swirling gray corridor that descended to the realm of death. She saw Aydrian’s spirit drifting ahead of her, falling into death. Not again, the woman wailed. She had not saved Aydrian just to lose him now!

But this was not a place of bargaining. This was the realm of death, the realm of finality.

Pony didn’t slow, throwing herself down that corridor with abandon, crying out for Aydrian, yelling out in denial at death itself, telling the dark realm that it could not have her Aydrian! Not here and not now!

She was more into the spirit realm than she had ever been, completely detached from her body and unsure that she could even find her way back to it! Might she have doomed herself by chasing Aydrian to this dark place?

Pony didn’t care at all, didn’t give it a second thought. She chased Aydrian, she caught Aydrian, and she hugged her son close, imploring him to return with her to the realm of the living, and denying the shadowy fingers that grabbed for his spirit.

And then Elbryan was there beside her, beside their son, pulling them both back along the winding gray trail, back to the light of life.

As Aydrian had done with Duke Kalas that day on the field after the tournament, Pony now won out against the nether realm. She pulled Aydrian back to his body; she breathed life into him once more, and even as he opened his eyes, she was there, attacking his wound with her soul stone, finding energy where she had none.

Gasping, Pony again fell over the young man as he curled up, sobbing. His mother lifted her head and looked around the room, to Bradwarden, leaning against the wall for support, with Symphony standing before him, pawing the ground defiantly. To Brynn and Prince Midalis, battered and beaten, watching her with mouths agape. To the dead monks and the large and still form of Andacanavar. To dead Sadye and De’Unnero on the stairs.

To Elbryan, standing passively, seeming so very much alive!

A movement by the door turned them all, to see Pagonel, Bruinhelde, and Duke Kalas stride in.

“Move away from him,” Prince Midalis said to Pony, his tone unmistakably grim. “This must be finished.”

“It is finished!” the woman yelled back, and she held Aydrian all the tighter and shot the prince a warning glare. “You leave him alone! All of you!”

“He has brought great misery to the world,” Prince Midalis went on. “You would have us forget?”

“It wasn’t he!” Pony shouted. “It wasn’t Aydrian.”

“The demon possessed him,” Elbryan said, and Pony noted that his voice seemed strained and weakened. “That day on the field when he was born, the demon found its way from Father Abbot Markwart into the boy. That demon is gone now.”

“You cannot be certain!” Prince Midalis argued.

“Agradeleous can tell us,” Pagonel offered. “The dragon will know at the sight of him.”

“And when that dragon confirms what I have said, then you will leave him alone,” Pony demanded of the prince. “You will pardon him and you will forget him, and you will allow me to leave with him, to our home.”

Prince Midalis started to respond, but merely sighed and stepped forward, offering Pony his hand and helping her to her feet.

“The battle is ended?” he asked Duke Kalas.

“Mostly,” the man replied. He stepped forward then, taking his helmet from his head and tucking it under one arm. Lowering his gaze to the floor, the proud duke dropped his sword to the ground at Midalis’ feet.

“I would be a liar if I said that your actions on behalf of King Aydrian did not wound me to my heart,” Midalis offered.

“I accept your judgment,” Duke Kalas said softly.

Off to the side, Pony wasn’t even paying attention. She was with Elbryan again, and she could sense the truth. He was diminishing.

“None who have known the other side can return to the land of the living,” he quietly explained to her, lifting his hand to brush a tear from her eye.

How wonderful that touch felt to poor Pony! For it was the same as it had once been, the gentleness and love she had once known with this man. He was no illusion, but was Elbryan, her Elbryan!

“Do not leave me,” she whispered, but Elbryan brought a finger up to her lips to silence her, then followed it with a gentle kiss.

“Never would I, and never have I,” he said. “I am there, my love. Always there.”

“Elbryan, I cannot live …”

“You must,” the ghost answered. “Our son needs you now, more than ever. You must see to him and teach him. His path is not ended, as is mine.”

Pony shook her head in denial of every word, her tears flowing freely. How could she part with Elbryan again? Suddenly conscious of herself and her appearance, the woman gave a little laugh, an admission that she had to accept this, for all the pain. “You are so young and beautiful,” she said to the ghost. “As I remember you.” She reached up to stroke Elbryan’s face. “And I am grown old and ugly.”

He crushed her in a hug and kissed her deeply and passionately. “You are to me exactly as I remember you,” he told her. “You are my Jilseponie, my Pony, my friend and my lover.”

He felt lighter to her suddenly, and less substantial, and Pony clutched him all the tighter, holding on desperately.

“I will never leave you,” Elbryan’s voice said, and it diminished as he diminished, returning to the netherworld.

Pony nearly swooned, but caught herself with the same determination that had seen her through all of this. She almost dove back into her hematite, to chase her lost lover, but she understood the truth of it.

He could not come back, could never come back, to the physical world—not fully.

Pony growled and took a deep, deep breath, throwing aside all her tears and all the weakness in her legs. She opened her blue eyes and looked around, and saw that all were staring at her, and that all eyes were moist.

“You will pardon my son, wholly,” she said to Prince Midalis. “I demand this of you, and I daresay that I have earned as much. This is all that I ask, that Aydrian and I can leave in peace. For Dundalis, where we will bother you no more.”

“I had hoped that you would join me in Ursal,” the prince said.

“No more,” Pony admitted. “I have nothing left to offer to any, save Aydrian, who needs me most of all.”

A call from above reminded them that they had much more to do here, and that such decisions could surely wait. They all turned to see Bishop Braumin sitting at the top of the stairs, covered in blood and reaching out to them for help.

“Midalis is King!” Liam O’Blythe yelled suddenly, charging in the door. “Long live the king!”

“I have so much to do, so much to repair,” King Midalis admitted to Pony a short while later. All around them, the monks went about healing the wounded and the soldiers went about piling the dead.

So many dead.

“You have pardoned Duke Kalas?” Pony asked him.

“It will be done,” the king replied. “In time. I want him to consider long and hard all that he has done. But yes, I will pardon him. I will invite him into my court, to serve me as he served my brother. He was deceived by Aydrian …” He caught himself and smiled warmly at the woman. “He was deceived by the same demon that stole your son from you,” he corrected.

“A wise choice,” Pony replied. “Vengeance breeds resentment. Remember the story of Constance Pemblebury and take that to heart, my friend. Compassion will serve you well.”

“Jilseponie would serve me well.”

Pony smiled and managed a little laugh. “Jilseponie is dead,” she said, and though it was a joke, obviously, her expression became more serious suddenly, as if she noted some definite truth in her words. “Twice I have personally cheated death,” she explained. “In the Moorlands and on the beach of Pireth Dancard. I should have died, but Elbryan would not let me.”

“Then credit Elbryan with saving the kingdom.”

“But that was not his purpose,” Pony explained, and she glanced over to where Aydrian, Bradwarden, and Belli’mar Juraviel sat in the shade of the monastery wall. “He saved me to save my son, and so I shall.” She turned and looked Midalis in the eye. “And then I will join him, my husband,” she said calmly. “As I rightfully should have already joined him.”

King Midalis tried to respond, but it was obvious that he couldn’t get any words past the lump in his throat.

“Though I still have much to do,” Pony admitted, looking back at Aydrian.

“You will leave us now?”

“My time here is ended,” Pony replied, and she moved forward and offered the king a warm hug. “Rule well—I know you shall! For me, I will spend my time in Dundalis, back home again. How long ago it seems, when Elbryan and I would run carelessly about the caribou moss, awaiting the hunters’ return or hoping for a glimpse of the Halo.”

She stepped back and motioned to her friends. Bradwarden gave a whistle for Symphony and came forward, limping still a bit, though Pony and her soul stone had done wonders with his broken leg.

Another form came running over, as well, calling out for her to wait.

Pony met Braumin Herde with a great hug.

“I cannot believe you are leaving us,” the monk said, and he wouldn’t let her go.

“You have your Church to restore, and I have my son to save,” Pony replied.

Braumin Herde gave a great sigh. A sniffle behind them turned them to see Master Viscenti, standing forlornly, head down.

“What better place to save him than St.-Mere-Abelle?” Braumin slyly remarked.

But Pony had an answer. “Dundalis.”

After a long while, they started off, Pony and Aydrian on Symphony, Juraviel on Bradwarden. The elf used his emerald to facilitate their journey, and so within the day, they stepped onto the ferry in Amvoy, crossing the Masur Delaval into the confused city of Palmaris.

Within a short time, they were in the cellars of Chasewind Manor, Pony pushing aside the baffled guard as he fumbled with his keys. She found the correct key on the second try, and if it had taken much longer than that, she would have just pulled forth her graphite and blown the door down.

The wretched form inside stared up at her, but surely didn’t recognize her. She fell over him at once, soul stone in hand, but in truth, the warmth of her hug was more healing to the battered man than any magic she might offer.

The very next day, as Palmaris stood down from its defensive posture and prepared to welcome the march of King Midalis Dan Ursal, the friends moved out of Palmaris’ northern gate, a weary, but very much alive, Roger Lockless beside them.


Epilogue

GOD’S YEAR 857

THE CHILLY AUTUMN WIND RUSTLED THROUGH THE CARPET OF BROWN LEAVES, and sent those that were even then dropping from the trees into whirlwind dances all about the two friends. White clouds rushed by overhead, more often than not hiding the sun and casting long shadows that seemed fitting this day.

For Aydrian and Bradwarden stood before a third cairn in the grove outside of Dundalis, one they had just piled. A secret arrangement with Belli’mar Juraviel had afforded Pony the title of ranger, and so this ground had been sanctified by Belli’mar Juraviel himself, Pony’s cairn given the same blessings and magical protections as those of Elbryan and Mather beside her.

Aydrian leaned on a long-handled shovel and watched the dance of the leaves, and listened to the sad wind. “She just gave up,” he remarked.

“Nay, lad, ye’re reading it wrong,” the centaur replied. “Yer ma died years ago, she did, not once but twice. She telled me so, and I’m remembering it well enough to know that she was speaking truly. She was kept alive by the strength of yer dead father against wounds that should’ve killed her, and for one reason only.”

“For me,” Aydrian whispered.

“She didn’t give up, ye fool boy,” the centaur went on. “She knew her job was done.” Bradwarden managed a bittersweet smile as he looked to the cairn. “Now she’s found her reward.”

Aydrian leaned even more heavily on the shovel and stared down at the piled stones. For a long while, neither he nor Bradwarden said anything, but the centaur did lift his pipes and begin a tune that seemed both mournful and joyous, a celebration of Pony’s life and the remorse at her passing. How much diminished the world suddenly seemed to them both.

Aydrian replayed the last ten years—years of freedom, they seemed. Under his mother’s guidance, he had learned so much more than the elves had ever taught him. Not about what it was to be a warrior, or even a ranger, but about what it truly was to be a human being. He learned to love; he learned to see the world as something beyond his solitary existence. Instead of being the center of his every thought, he came to view himself as part of something much grander and more wonderful. Because of his mother’s teaching, he had made many friends in Dundalis, and had earned their respect rather than demanding it.

Darker clouds rushed overhead on the strong winds; a few dead leaves crackled as they swept past.

And then a melodic voice brought the young man from his contemplations. Aydrian looked up to see Belli’mar Juraviel staring down at him from a low bough. “It is time,” the elf said.

Panic flashed over Aydrian, and he looked at the centaur, who stopped his playing and regarded the man. That terror proved a fleeting emotion, though, for Aydrian knew that Juraviel was right, and knew, too, that it was time for him to begin to pay back the world for all the agony he had caused.

“Are you ready, Aydrian Wyndon?” the elf asked directly.

“Have ye no shame then, ye fool elf?” Bradwarden interjected. “The boy’s just lost his mother—ye think ye might be givin’ him a bit o’ time to sort out his own road?”

“His road was determined a decade ago,” Juraviel replied.

“His road was forced upon him by yer Lady Dasslerond before he was old enough to even know he was to walk it!” Bradwarden retorted.

“Enough, Bradwarden!” came Aydrian’s sudden demand, and both the elf and the centaur turned to regard him.

“Juraviel is right, and it is long past time that I try to atone for all that I have done.”

“Then do it, in every action of every day,” the centaur argued. “Live a good life now and take yer small steps to atone.”

Aydrian was shaking his head with every word, and that made the centaur press on more fervently.

“Ye might be doing good before ye give it all up!” he argued.

“You and I both know the truth of it,” Aydrian calmly replied, and the smile on his face was a genuine one.

“Ye’re to throw away all that yer mother teached ye?”

“Come, Bradwarden, we both know that my mother did more than teach me,” Aydrian answered. “She saved me, and through all that I now have come to understand and appreciate about the world, I know that I must do this, that I must repair that which I have ruined, to the best of my abilities.” He looked to Juraviel. “I know that I can never undo all that Aydrian Boudabras did. I cannot give back the lives of those who died in my name, or before my selfish march. But I try, as I must.”

Aydrian tossed his shovel to the ground and stepped toward Juraviel, holding his arms out before him in a gesture of complete submission.

They didn’t return to Dundalis that cold day, but headed west, Juraviel and the enchanted emerald of the Touel’alfar carting them away with great speed. In the mountains, they found Juraviel’s kin, the whole of the Touel’alfar and a good number of the Doc’alfar as well. Cold as the winter’s day, Juraviel motioned for Aydrian to step out alone into a clearing. The elf followed him out a few moments later and motioned for his wrist. Aydrian looked back at the others, at Bradwarden, who stood stoically. He hiked up the sleeve of his jacket and held his exposed wrist out to Juraviel.

The elf brought forth his sword and gashed that wrist.

Aydrian felt the sting and the warmth as his lifeblood flowed forth. He held his arm up high, as Juraviel had instructed. A crimson mist filled the air before him, leading him on, and Aydrian began what he understood was to be the last walk of his mortal life.

For three days, he followed the lead of his spewing blood, along the mountain passes. Delirious, hardly seeing the ground before him, he trudged on. He fell often, but picked himself up without complaint, and staggered ahead, compelled by magic and by remorse. In the dark of night, Aydrian led the troupe over the crest of a mountain ridge, and for the first time in more than a decade, the Touel’alfar looked again on their ancient homeland.

Aydrian had led them home.

But the young man’s work was not done, for in the absence of the elves, the rot of the demon dactyl had spread. They found the primary source of that stain, a dead tree in a field of blackened grass.

Aydrian, barely conscious, looked to Juraviel for guidance, and the elf, without a trace of mercy showing in his golden eyes, motioned for the man to go and fulfill his destiny. Aydrian walked to the base of the rotting tree. He sat down and he hugged the trunk, and then he gave himself to the earth about him, and to the tree.

Moonlight and starlight bathed him as he sat there. Around the edges of that field of stain, the Touel’alfar took up their evening song, accompanied by the haunting piping of Bradwarden the centaur.

Aydrian fell into a dark, dark place, accepting the realm of death as it rose up to engulf him.

But he found that he was not alone.

His mother was there beside him, coaxing him. His father was there, standing beside Pony. And Andacanavar was there, and another spirit that Aydrian somehow recognized to be Mather Wyndon, his great-uncle.

All the rangers who had passed before him were there, supporting him, bidding him to press on, to offer his life that Andur’Blough Inninness might live.

And the young man, accepting his penance, didn’t hesitate, throwing all that he had left to give into the tree, giving of himself so that it might live, so that the rot of the demon dactyl might be at last defeated.

A long, long time later, Aydrian Wyndon opened his eyes.

The elves were all about him, dancing and singing, and reaching up to touch the lowest boughs of the tree, which had blossomed to life.

Weary beyond anything he had ever known, Aydrian fell back and closed his eyes once more.

When he awoke, he was still by the tree, with Belli’mar Juraviel standing beside him, along with a Doc’alfar female and a child elf of about ten years. The young sprite, a boy, had the coloration of the Doc’alfar, with beautifully porcelain skin, bright blue eyes, and raven hair. But Aydrian understood the truth of him so clearly, for unlike the Doc’alfar, this child sported wings.

“Juraviel,” Aydrian whispered to the elf.

“Meet my son,” the elf replied. “Wyndon Juraviel.”

The name startled Aydrian, until he considered all that name had come to mean to the Touel’alfar over the last few decades.

“You said I would not live through the ordeal,” Aydrian remarked a moment later.

“I believed you would not, and could not,” Juraviel replied. “Little did I know that you would find so many allies in your struggle.”

“The rangers.”

“Indeed. They lent their strength to you, and in saving you, they bound you, Aydrian Wyndon. I had thought this cleansing of the demon stain to be your last task in life, but I was wrong.” He stepped back, revealing Bradwarden, who stood with Tempest in one hand, Hawkwing in the other.

“They are yours now, Tai’Maqwilloq,” Belli’mar Juraviel told him. “You cannot repay the world for the misery you have caused, perhaps, but for your own sake, you must try.” Aydrian rose and solemnly took the bow and sword.

“And this,” the centaur added, tossing him Pony’s pouch of gemstones. After a moment, and with a crooked smile, Bradwarden repeated, “And this,” and handed him the turquoise Symphony had once carried embedded in his breast. “Symphony had a son, ye know,” the centaur explained with a wink.

With all of the elves watching and singing, Bradwarden and the ranger Aydrian walked out of Andur’Blough Inninness the next morning.

“The world’s wide before ye, boy,” the centaur remarked soon after they were away from the elf-song. “Yer own for the takin’.”

“Take care your words, good centaur,” Aydrian replied with a grin. “For at one time, I would have taken you literally.”

Bradwarden roared with laughter. “Come along then. Let us find ye a proper horse.”

“And then where will I go?” Aydrian wondered.

“To Ursal?” Bradwarden asked him. “If ye go in with care, King Midalis might be welcoming ye. He’ll be wanting to hear o’ yer mother’s last years.”

“Ursal maybe,” Aydrian replied.

“Or farther still?” Bradwarden pressed. “Ye got a kin o’ sorts south o’ the mountains, ye know. If ye can forgive the lass for puttin’ her sword through yer chest, I mean.”

Aydrian could only snicker in response to the irreverent centaur. He recognized that Bradwarden was right in his assessment, though. All the world was there before Aydrian.

For the enjoying, and not for the taking.

Behind them, Andur’Blough Inninness was alive once more; before them, the kingdom of Honce-the-Bear was at peace.

So was defeated the rot of the dactyl.

So ended the DemonWar.

IMMORTALIS:


Misery’s curse to those who let pride

Propel their journey as spiritual guide,

To count their hopes in fingers’ toil

And measure worth in corporeal coil.




What wretched fools these mortals be

Ignoring promise of eternity,

Denying reason’s just reward,

Defending riches with the sword.

Averting eyes from higher light,

Existing in fear of eternal night.

How pitiful are those lacking the sense

To accept the call of divine recompense!




What joke it would be to beings of reason

If flesh and blood proves the only season,

If divinity’s call is an outrageous lie,

And heaven sits not above earthly sky.

If consciousness falls to black emptiness

And maggots claim souls as part of their mess,

If all of our reason to brightest lights shine,

In false perception of all that’s divine.




So tell me not of mere mortal coil

Denying the hopes in worm-holed soil.

I’ll fly my way on angels borne

While faithless wallow in mud, forlorn.




On this day and from my pen the answer to dead Calvin of Bri-Onnaire, whose reason clouded his soul. This answer is for the living. Calvin found his answers long ago.

—BROTHER NIKLOS SANTELLA,
ST. PRECIOUS ABBEY, PALMARIS
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